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HEALTH CHECK 
Doctors should not fear efforts to police their performance 

When a doctor is convicted of murder
ing 215 of his patients, the case is 
bound to reverberate through his pro
fession. Sure enough, the appalling 
Harold Shipman saga triggered a 
series of reports and investigations, 
one of whose results is a new effort by 
the General Medical Council (GMC) 
to make it easier to discipline danger
ous or underperforming doctors. 

Yet there is a case more recent and 
relevant to this effort than Shipman's. 
It is that of Dr Manfred Heinrich, 
trained in Germany but barred this 
month from practising in Britain after 
a hearing found his · English inade
quate despite several years' work as a 
locum in Scotland, and his experience 
and knowledge akin to what might be 
expected of a fourth-year medical 
student. 

Parallels are often drawn between 
the medical and legal professions, but 
the two are fundamentally distinct in 
this respect: medical errors can cost 
lives. Patients have a right to be treat
ed by competent doctors, and while 
the vast majority are b_oth competent 
and committed - wherever·they were 
trained and whatever their native 
tongue - the internationalisation of 

the profession carries a measure of 
risk. So do the reforms constantly 
being demanded of the NHS, some of 
which involve incentives that can 
induce an unscrupulous minority to 
put profit before care. If the GM C can 
mitigate these risks by lowering the 
burden of proof in its disciplinary hear
ings from the standard required in a 
criminal trial to the "balance of proba
bilities" sought in civil courts, it will 
have struck a blow for patients and 
enhanced its own status in the process. 

The initiative is fiercely opposed by 
many doctors, more than 700 of 
whom wrote to The Times this month. 
They argued, in particular, that the 
"unique" patient-doctor relationship 
would suffer if peer feedback is used to 
help to assess complaints brought 
against practitioners. Meanwhile, the 
broader sense of vulnerability of doc
tors to the legal system will hardly 
have been soothed by a ruling in the 
Court of Appeal in the Sir Roy Mead
ows case that medical experts are not 
immune from professional miscon
duct charges for evidence they may 
give in court. 

Some of the profession's concerns 
have merit. The best way to catch the 

next Shipman is not to cast a shroud of 
suspicion over all doctors facing com
plaints. It is, as Dame .Janet Smith rec
ommended in vain in her report on the 
Shipman case, to refer all deaths to cor
oners and to ensure their independence 
from local authorities and police. There 
is also a risk of .some GPs refusing to 
engage fully with their patients and 
retreating into a defensive, "box-tick- · 
ing" mode of practice for fear of frivo
lous or malicious complaints. 

But in truth the proposals being put 
to the GMC are not draconian. Cases 
in which a doctor may be struck off 
will still require proof of misconduct 
close to the criminal trial standard of 
''beyond a reasonable doubt". Fewer • 
disciplinary proceedings will actually 
lead to the humiliation of public hear
ings, and more will lead to moderate 
sanctions - such as mandatory 
retraining, supervision or abstention 
from certain procedures .:_ that 
acknowledge the unique stresses of 
practising medicine and need not 
mean the end of a career. 

The GMC will discuss these pro
posals tomorrow. Physicians should 
heal themselves by voting in favour of 
reform. 

MAHATHIR'S MESS 
A political vendetta that is doing Malaysia nothing but damage 

Malaysians with a sense of humour 
may be entertained by Mahathir 
Mohamad's belated enthusiasm for 
clean government and outspoken dem
ocratic debate. In his 22 years as their 
prime minister, the prickly Dr 
Mahathir was not noted for his toler

. ance of criticism, constructive or other
wise. Newspapers toed the govern
ment line or soon found themselves in 
difficulty, and judges whose rulings 
were not to Dr Mahathir's liking were 
unceremoniously dismissed. 

It was an open secret that his 
method of governing combined strong 
state intervention with complex pat
terns of political patronage, but curiosi
ty about the lucrative business oppor
tunities enjoyed by his sons and spe
cially favoured associates was robustly 
discouraged. Anwar Ibrahim, the depu
ty he initially groomed to succeed 
him, spent years in prison on 
trumped-up charges for daring to say 
publicly that corruption had reached 
critical dimensions. 

How things change. Having reluc
tantly relinquished the reins of power 

three years ago, Dr Mahathir has 
done with such taboos. Claiming that 
he is "saving the nation from disaster", 
he has launched streams of unproven 
and damaging allegations against Abd
ullah Ahmad Badawi, his successor as 
Prime Minister. These include nepo
tism, incompetence and even selling 
out the country - this last because of 
the sensible decision to cancel a pet 
Mahathir mega-project, a somewhat 
pointless bridge that would have gone 
only halfway across the Johore Strait 
between Malaysia and Singapore 

Datuk Badawi not only has done 
nothing to prevent him having his say, 
but also, after months of suffering his 
sniping with dignified calm, invited 
him a week ago to his official resi
dence for a "peace meeting" with no 
one else present. There, for nearly two 
hours, he dutifully took notes as Dr 
Mahathir listed his . grievances. The 
courtesy was ill-rewarded; the very 
next day, Dr Mahathir called a press 
conference to announce that he was 
the victim of a "police state" that had 
"taken away" his civic rights. 

This is no joking matter. The prob
lem is not unfamiliar. Dr Mahathir 
admits that he considered Datuk Bada
wi "harm]ess" - in other words, con
tent to take dictation. He is hardly the 
first political leader to be· appalled by 
the discovery that apparently docile 
proteges can develop a mind of their 
own once installed in office, or the 
first to take that revelation badly. Bar
oness Thatcher's disillusion with John 
Major comes to mind. 

But Dr Mahathir has gone far 
beyond mutterings of discontent. He 
denies it, but iris by now obvious that 
he is openly. campaigning to replace 
Datuk Badawi, who won a landslide 
electoral victory only two years ago, 
with Najib Razak, the deputy prime 
minister whom he publicly regrets not 
having chosen for the top job. 

Malaysia may have had a surfeit of 
forced consensus politics during Dr 
Mahathir's long reign. but the vendet
ta he is conducting has little to do with 
robust political debate, and a lot to do 
with one man's obsession with him
self. 

A TESTING SCREEN TEST 
One brave director has submitted himself to ordeal-by-viewer 

Tom Vaughan is a brave man. Yester
day he submitted himself to the worst 
thing a movie director can: ordeal-by
viewer, The director of Starter for Ten 
was present as his movie was screened 
in the front room of a Times reader as 
part of The Times/BF! 50th London 
Film Festival. 

Can you imagine Ingmar Bergman, 
or any of the other greats, opening 
themselves up to criticism in that most 
intimate of environments? "Well, Ing
mar, I found the Seventh Seal a tad 
heavy going so I've got a jolly sugges
tion to pep it up. Why don't you get 

'Death' to sing a few show tunes from 
Chess?" 

"I liked The English Patient. But, Mr 
Minghella, one tiny question: what the 
hell was it all about?" 

"Stirring stuff, Mel, and you looked 
great in a kilt. But that affair between 
William Wallace and the Princess Isa
belle. I assume you mean Isabella of 
France? But, point of fact, she was 
only a child of 9 at the time and was 
still living in France. Now, I spotted 30 
other historical inaccuracies I'd like to 
discuss." 

"Yes, yes, I enjoyed it Quentin. But 

Deirdre and me wonder whether Kill 
Bill III might work better without all 
that violence and swearing. I mean 
Uma, isn't really setting a very good 
example for our Pamela. She's at an 
awkward age, you know ... " 

'Tm usually a Dirk Bogarde fan. 
Loved him in Doctor in the House. But 
can you tell me, Mr Visconti, if this 
Gustav von Achenbach fella actually 
does anything? On second thought, 
where's the fast-forward button?" 

"Not bad, Mr Huston, but don't you 
think that your Maltese Falcon would 
be better filmed in Technicolor?" 

COMMENT 19 

A note to zealots: 
fundamentally, 
Charles Darwin 
was right all along 

SCIENCE 

NOTEBOOK 

TERENCE KEALEY 

WHEN I WAS still at school 
a boy once rushed into the 
classroom crying that Darwin 
had been proved wrong - not 
by one of those lunatic 
creationists but by a fellow 
scientist. The scientist was 
Stephen Jay Gould and he 
worked as a biologist at 
Harvard.· 

Darwin had suggested that 
evolution was a gradual 
phenomenon, and that species 
were always changing to meet 
new environmental challenges. 
But Gould noted that the 
fossil evidence suggested that, 
actually, many species 
survived unchanged for 
hundreds of millions of years, 
and that stability, not change, 
seems to be the normal fossil 
record. The coelacanth, for 
example, is a fish that seems 
to have changed little in more 
than 300 million years. 

Gould suggested that, 
· instead of gradual change, 
evolution occurs in short 
bursts of intense variation, but 
that between those bursts 
many species survive 
unchanged over hundreds of 
millions of years. 

So; who was right? Darwin 
or Gould? A recent paper in 
Science published by Mark 
Pagel and his colleagues from 
Reading University has now 
addressed the question. 

Pagel argued that if 
evolution happened as Gould 
suggested, with changes 
occurring only when new 
species are being formed, then 
the DNA record should reveal 
that an old, stable species such 
as the coelacanth would show 
little DNA variation over time. 
By contrast, an animal such as 
ourselves, which has been the 
product of intense species 
turnover (it's not so long since 
we were lemur-like), would 
show an enormous number of
DNA changes. 

But if Darwin is right, and if 
evolution is a continuous 
phenomenon, then the rates of 
DNA change in both 
coelacanths and human beings 
should be considerable. Indeed, 
the DNA of a contemporary 
coelacanth should be hugely 
different from one 300 million 
years ago, and the only bits of 
DNA that would be largely 
unchanged would be the 
relatively few ones that 
controlled the appearance of 
the fish. 

So, what did Pagel find? He 

found, as so often in disputes 
in science, that both Darwin 
and Gould were right. 
Evolution is, indeed, a 
continuous phenomenon, and 
the DNA of old species such 
as the coelacanth do show 
much change. But nonetheless 
they display only about 80 per 
cent of the change seen in 
species such as ourselves that 
has undergone intense species 
turnover. Thus the formation 
of new species does involve 
additional evolutionary 
change. 

Does any of this matter? At 
one level Gould's challenging 
of Darwin was only a 
technical dispute between 
biologists, but at another level 
it is of great importance. We 
live in a world of 
ever-increasing religious 
fundamentalism, confounding 
Francis Fukuyama's hope in 
-his book The End of History, 
in 1992, that we would all 
settle into secular liberal 
democracy. 

And religious 
fundamentalists of many 
stripes hate evolution by 
natural selection. They 
therefore seize on any 
apparent weakness in the data 
to proclaim that the world was 
created at 9am on October 23, 
4004BC, as Archbishop 
Ussher calculated from 
Genesis ( or at whatever date 
their different holy books 
determine). 

The so-called "missing 
links" in the fossil record have, 
therefore, been of comfort to 
religious fundamentalists. 
These missing links are the 
fossils of intermediate species. 
So, for example, it was once 
argued that the bircjs could 
not have evolved from the 
dinosaurs because no fossils 
exist of species that are half 
dinosaur and half bird. God 
must have created the birds de 

novo. 
Subsequently Archaeopteryx 

- a half-dinosaur half-bird 
species - has been 
discovered, though other 
evolutionary links are still 
missing. Yet Gould's theory 
boosts confidence in evolution, 
because it explains the missing 
links. If evolution is
compressed into short bursts, 
then the chances of the 
transient missing links being 
fossilised are small. 

Contrary to myth, Gould 
believed in evolution. He was 
a self-publicist who struck a 
mighty pose, but he never 
doubted evolution; he simply 
used his challenge to Darwin's 
particular version to make a 
stir. 

As for the missing links, 
bring them on, because thanks 
to Gould and Pagel we know 
that their very absence only 
strengthens the evidence for 
evolution. 

Terence Kealey is the Vice
Chancellor of the University 
of Buckingham 


