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CHLOÉ FEDIO
Managing Editor

Although the University of Alberta 
has no policy against it, the Faculty 
of Medicine and Dentistry has started 
prohibiting research funding from 
the tobacco industry. The motion 
was passed on 20 March, 2007 at the 
Faculty of Medicine and Dentistry’s 
Council meeting.

Jo-ann Nugent, director of commu-
nications for the Faculty of Medicine 
and Dentistry, said that the discus-
sion was prompted when Charl Els, 
a researcher in the Department of 
Psychiatry, faced a major road block 
in his attempt to apply for a grant 
from the Canadian Institutes of Health 
Research to study tobacco use and ces-
sation in mentally ill people.

Els explained that a clause in the 
grant application stipulated that the 
funding would only be granted if 
the head of his department signed a 
form assuring that no one within the 
department was currently using or 
would accept future tobacco industry 

funding.
“In tobacco control research, it’s not 

unusual. ... I was not surprised when 
I saw it and thought it would just be 
a formality,” Els said. “I was rejected 
from the funding stream as a direct 
consequence of not being able to sign 
the form.”

A year later, the Faculty of Medicine 
and Dentistry has created the condi-
tions under which Els can apply for 
a grant, but the researcher is asking 
that the University apply the funding 
policy to the entire campus.

“I would respectfully request that 
the University of Alberta’s Board of 
Governors to take the high road on 
this particular issue and move towards 
implementing a wide-reaching policy 
against receiving research and other 
funding from any tobacco industry,” 
Els said.

But, Dr Carl V Phillips, a U of A 
researcher and professor of public 
health sciences, argued that the deci-
sion to create a policy in the Faculty 
of Medicine and Dentistry was done 
hastily and that greater debate about 

restricting funding was needed before 
a University-wide application.

“We’re talking here about some-
thing that’s incredibly momentous: 
we’re talking about a vote to cur-
tail academic freedom—something 
that absolutely should not be done 
lightly under any circumstances, let 
alone without debate. And yet, it was 
slipped in as ‘another business’ kind of 
a thing,” Phillips said.

Phillips arrived at the U of A in 
2005 with a $1.5 million grant from 
the makers of Skoal and Copenhagen 
to study smokeless tobacco as a harm 
reduction method for tobacco users. 
Initially a researcher in the Faculty of 
Medicine and Dentistry, he’s now part 
of the School of Public Health.

“For something like this [new 
funding policy] that is, frankly, pri-
marily about me, of course it would 
make sense to invite me as a guest to 
attend that meeting, but I in fact did 
not even hear that this was happening 
until about a week after it already hap-
pened,” Phillips said.

OLESIA PLOKHII
News Staff

Some cancer patients are self-medi-
cating with a fairly cheap compound 
known as DCA, despite warnings of 
toxicity from numerous health pro-
fessionals, including the author of the 
study that tested the drug. 

DCA, or dichloroacetate, proved to 
regress cancerous tumors in rats with-
out damaging normal cells in a study, 
but has yet to be clinically tested on 
human patients and awaits Health 
Canada’s approval.

The study—led by Dr Evangelos 
Michelakis, a University of Alberta 
cardiologist—has stirred controversy 
since being made available to the 
public in the Cancer Cell academic 
journal back in January. The easily 
accessible results enabled eager busi-
ness people to capitalize on desperate 
cancer patients trying to buy time and 
beat the odds. Ethics and safety have 
been the two pillars of contention 
between Michelakis and Jim Tassano, 
a Californian man who owns the site 
www.buydca.com. Tassano sells the 

compound for a profit through the 
site.

Despite prior interviews that quote 
an outspoken Michelakis, the doctor 
has denied any further media requests, 
as have two members of his research 
team—Dr Sebastien Bonnet and Dr 
Gary Lopaschuk—both said that they 
weren’t informed enough to provide 
comment. 

Michelakis has, in previous inter-
views, firmly urged people not to 
take the drug until it’s proven safe for 
humans in clinical trials, which are 
scheduled to begin in the next few 
months.

Because DCA is so common and 
has been used before to treat mito-
chondrial-energy producing cells in 
patients, it cannot be patented, allow-
ing people to readily produce and 
market the drug. Even though Tassano’s 
website markets the compound as a 
treatment for cancerous animals, the 
Californian biologist said he’s well 
aware of the vast pool of people pur-
chasing the drug for human cancer 
treatment.

RYAN HEISE
Online Coordinator

Students holed up in Rutherford 
Library during the spring and summer 
semesters won’t have the luxury of the 
quick walk to the Powerplant for a 
pint on the patio this year.

The Students’ Union Executive has 
opted to close down all business oper-
ations of the Powerplant from May 
through August. The decision was 
made a few weeks ago with informa-
tion being released to Council on 27 
March.

SU Vice-President (Operations and 
Finance) Chris Cunningham explained 
that the decision was made by General 
Manager Bill Smith, Manger of Finance 
and Administration Anita Cooper and 
himself.

“It was unanimous,” Cunningham 
continued. “[The Executive] all sat 
down and said, ‘Yup, it’s probably 
for the best.’ Hopefully we are going 
to be doing some minor renova-
tions over the course of the summer. 
Again, that still remains to be seen. 
We’re looking into different financ-
ing approaches.”
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In case you didn’t get enough of it 
over the year, here’s a little extra 
photo love to last you ’til we’re back.   

FEATURE, PAGE 14–15

The stars have walked the red carpet 
and are ready to receive their prizes in 
the second Gateway Sports Awards.

FEATURE, PAGE 22

Friends, this is it: the 
last “real” issue of the 
semester. The 2006/07 
Gateway team is heading 
to dry dock, but check 
the racks on 10 May for 
the first issue under the 
deathship’s new captain. 

Inside Catch of the day   And the winner is ... No great shakes

After a year of dry taps, empty buffets and record losses, the SU Executive has opted to close the 
Powerplant’s doors for the summer in favour of RATT. But with renovations planned during the closure, 
will it reopen as a bar with booze flowing or be turned into a study space with textbooks cracking? 

Scientists square off on what constitutes academic freedom now that one 
faculty has restricted research dollars and pressure mounts to make it a trend

PLEASE SEE  FUNDING    PAGE 5


