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is potentially hazardous in current form 
cells being reprogrammed. 
As Cambridge University 
developmental biologist Azim 

Surani points out, it is this 
feature of the technique that 

makes it currently unsuitable 
for clinical application. "For 
example, the insertion of viruses 
can cause mutations," he says. 

A safer method of introducing 

the genes will need to be 
developed. Precisely how is not 
yet clear; but researchers seem 
to have little doubt that it will 
be done. 

Although some critics of the 

use of human embryos have 
seen successful reprogramming 
as ushering in an immediate 
end to work on embryonic 
material, they are likelyto be 
disappointed. "This is still a very 
new technique," said Professor 
Surani. "We need time to assess 
its full potential. And we need 

embryonic stem cells made 
from embryos to compare with 
reprogrammed cells. We need to 
be sure they really are identical." 
He's not hazarding a guess as to 

how long itwill take to solve this 

orthe virus problem. 
In the meantime a number 

of questions remain to be 
answered. Will reprogrammed 
cells behave like true 
embryonic stem cells when 
efforts are made to direct their 
development into specific 
tissue types? Preliminary 
efforts to tackle this question 
are encouraging. Professor 

Yamanaka's group, for example, 
has already reported preliminary 
evidence of differentiation. 
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Ulrich MUhe portrays a Stasi agent in East Germany in the film The Lives of Others 

One in 20 East German doctors spied 

on patients or colleagues for the Stasi 
Annette Tuffs HEIDELBERG 
About 5% of doctors in the former East Ger 
many spied on their colleagues or patients 
as unofficial members of the East German 
secret police (the Staatssicherheit or Stasi), a 
new report has shown. 

The study, by the Hannah Arendt Institute 

for Research on Totalitarianism, Dresden, 
and commissioned by the German Medical 
Association and the German medical joumal 

DeutschesArzteblatt showed that the percent 
age of unofficial members of the Stasi among 

doctors was higher than in the East German 
population as a whole. 

"Doctors were one of the main targets 
of the Stasi because they were thought 
to belong to a reactionary class and were 
thought to be especially interested in escap 
ing to West Germany," said Francesca Weil, 
author of the study, at a press conference last 
week in Berlin. 

The study looked at a representative sam 
ple of doctors who worked in East Germany 
and at 493 files in the central Stasi archive. 
Twenty one of the doctors who had acted as 

unofficial spies agreed to be interviewed. 
Of those doctors who were unofficial spies, 

about a quarter passed on information not 

only about colleagues but also about their 
patients' health and private lives. Psychia 
trists and sports medicine experts were the 

most common specialists among the unoffi 
cial spies, and a third of them held a leading 
position in a hospital. 

Reasons for spying varied. Some doctors 
were trying to advance their career or were 
afraid that their careers would suffer if they 
did not participate; others were committed 

socialists; and another group liked the eco 
nomic advantages. 
ZielgruppeArzteschaft is available at www.hait.tu 

dresden.de/ext/details.asp?reihe=2&nr=1 52. 

Diabetes expert 
accuses drug company 
of "intimidation" 
Bob Burton CANBERRA 
The former chairman of research and 

development at GlaxoSmithKline (GSK), 
Tadataka Yamada, has been asked by a US 

Senate committee to explain his role in what 
it describes as the "intimidation" ofJohn 

Buse, a professor of medicine at the Univer 
sity of North Carolina. 

In 1999 Dr Buse raised questions about 
the cardiovascular safety of the diabetes drug 
rosiglitazone, which is marketed as Avandia 

(BMJ2007;334:1237). He was speaking at 
a symposium organised by the American 
Diabetes Association. 

A report by the Senate Finance Commit 
tee staff has shown that a company official 
emailed Dr Yamada proposing that a "firm 
letter" be written to Dr Buse containing a 

warning that "the punishment will be that 
we will complain up his academic line and 
to the CME [continuing medical education] 
granting bodies that accredit his activities." 

In response Dr Yamada wrote: "I think 
there are two courses of action. One is to sue 
him for knowingly defaming our product 
even after we have set him 

straight as to the facts 
the other is to launch a 

well planned offensive 
on behalf of Avandia." 
The report also says 
that Dr Yamada tele- i SOW-" 
phoned the chairman of Dr Buse's 50B-a 
department, Fred Sparling. 

In a media statement issued 
after the release of the report the company 
defended its actions but conceded that "per 
haps we could have handled interactions 
with Dr Buse better." 

Tabling the report, the Republican senator 
Charles Grassley, of Iowa, expressed concern 
that the case may indicate a wider problem 
and invited any medical researchers who 
had been threatened by a drug company 
to contact his office. In an email to the BMJ 

Dr Buse explained, "Not even I was aware of 
the scope of the attention that I had garnered 
at SKB [as GSK then was]. I am concerned 
that Senator Grassley may be correct." 

Dr Yamada was unavailable for comment. 
The US Food and Drug Administration has 

recently upgraded the "black box" warning 
for rosiglitazone. 
The committee's report is at http://finance.senate. 

gov/press/Bpress/2007press/prbll11507a.pdf. 
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