April 14, 2011
Robert N. Golden, M.D.

Dean, School of Medicine and Public Health

Vice Chancellor for Medical Affairs

University of Wisconsin – Madison

Dear Dean Golden,

I received your correspondence defending the Pain and Policy Studies Group (“PPSG”), which is currently under scrutiny for accepting large sums of money from the pharmaceutical companies that manufacture prescription opioid narcotics while actively lobbying for the wider use of those same drugs.  
In your letter you indicate that the PPSG, which accepted money from the makers of opioids for more than ten years according to the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel article, suddenly experienced an about-face and decided to meet the conflict of interest policy of the World Health Organization – right before the Journal Sentinel’s expose on the PPSG.  That this decision was made immediately before the Journal Sentinel’s exposé is a strong coincidence indeed.    
The PPSG describes itself as “a university-based research group with a mission to improve international and federal policy, as well as state drug control and professional practice laws governing pain management and the use of prescription opioid analgesics” [1].  Objectivity is essential for any legitimate research institution.  For the PPSG, that objectivity was compromised when the PPSG first accepted payments from Purdue Pharma, the maker of OxyContin, at least as far back as 1999.  The fact that the payments continued for more than ten years while the PPSG played a major, direct role in promoting the widespread use of opioids for all types of pain, without adequate scientific evidence to support such a practice, underscores the depth of PPSG’s complicity as a causal agent in the current opioid epidemic.  In effect, the PPSG has operated as a marketing tool for the pharmaceutical industry, under the guise of a legitimate research institution.

You also assert that the PPSG promotes the idea of balance in the treatment of pain.  The figure on the next page from the Centers for Disease Control indicates that the sale of opioids in the United States has increased dramatically and that deaths from opioids have increased in almost direct proportion.  I would be very interested in seeing the basis for the statement that 90% of the world’s severe pain population lacks access to opioids.  These kinds of “one size fits all” statements dramatically oversimplify the fact that pain occurs in many different forms, for many different reasons, many of which may call for a different treatment than putting the patient on a regimen of narcotics.  All indications are that the PPSG has not focused on cancer patients but on the broader, moderate non-cancer pain population.
PPSG must change its ways and support evidence-based health and drug policies. It must take steps to end deaths and addiction and publicly support the growing tide against the use of opioids for chronic noncancer pain – as supported by the findings of many studies published in major medical journals.  If the UW PPSG cannot commit to follow the science then the University must close them down.
It is unfortunate that an outstanding academic institution like the University of Wisconsin has been willing to compromise its intellectual integrity and scientific objectivity in order to become an advocate for the pharmaceutical industry.  From now on, whenever I see Badger red I will think of the blood money that UW’s PPSG has taken in from Purdue Pharma.  
Sincerely,

Peter W. Jackson

Bereaved Father of Emily Jackson and Graduate of the UW System
President, Advocates for the Reform of Prescription Opioids
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[1] June 25, 2009 comments to FDA in Docket No. FDA-2009-N-0143 (REMS Proceeding).

