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Good Afternoon.  My name is Ross A. Frommer.  I am Deputy Vice President for Government & Community Affairs and Associate Dean at the Columbia University Medical Center (CUMC).  

Located in northern Manhattan, in Chairman Farrell and Assemblyman Espaillat’s districts to be precise, CUMC is the health and biomedical sciences campus of Columbia University.  Consisting of the College of Physicians & Surgeons (P&S), the School of Nursing, the College of Dental Medicine, and the Mailman School of Public Health, CUMC is dedicated to conducting cutting edge biomedical and health care research, providing the highest quality patient care, and educating the next generation of doctors, nurses, dentists, and public health professionals.


It is of this first mission, research, on which I will speak today.  Measured in terms of funding from the National Institutes of Health (NIH), Columbia University is the leading biomedical research institution in New York.  Two of the last seven Nobel Prize winners for Physiology or Medicine, Eric Kandel in 2000 and Richard Axel in 2004, are CUMC faculty members.

In 2005 CUMC created the Columbia University Stem Cell Consortium.  Today we have over forty scientists and clinicians working on a range of medical issues, from cardiology to ophthalmology to brain science.  For more information on our stem cell research efforts, I invite you to visit the consortium’s website at www.cumc.columbia.edu/stemcell.  

Our researchers work with stem cells of all types, animal, human, adult, and embryonic.  In terms of embryonic stem cells, we have researchers working on lines approved under President George W. Bush’s policy of August 9th, 2001 and those that are not.  We are also now collaborating with Harvard scientists to use somatic cell nuclear transfer to seek ways to combat type 1 and type 2 diabetes.  As excited as we are about the promise of stem cell research, we recognize that there are bioethical and legal issues that must be addressed and we have established procedures to make sure that all stem cell research conducted at Columbia is done in an ethical and appropriate manner. 
Last April, at the invitation of the P&S chapter of the American Medical Students Association, then Senator David Paterson, accompanied by then Attorney General Spitzer, unveiled their plan for stem cell research at a speech on the CUMC campus.  We were of course delighted that Governor Spitzer and Lieutenant Governor Paterson chose to recognize CUMC as a leading center of stem cell research in New York State.  But of course we know that Columbia is not the only place in New York with high quality biomedical research or stem cell research for that matter.  New York is truly blessed with an abundance of talent from all of the state in this field.
I want to thank you for holding this hearing and inviting me to testify.  I mentioned the Administration’s support of stem cell research, but I would be remiss if I did not also recognize the leadership the Legislature has shown in this area.  Last year the Assembly passed A6300 which would have funded stem cell research and in 2005 the Senate Democrats put forth a plan as well.  I also know from conversations that I and other advocates have had with members of the Senate Majority, including Majority Leader Bruno and Chairman Hannon, that there is support for stem cell research in that chamber is well.

We are very pleased that Governor Spitzer has included stem cell research as part of his budget proposal for the 07/08 fiscal year.  The budget contains not only sustainable funding that will support research over the long term but also an immediate infusion of money that will give stem cell research in New York an almost immediate shot in the arm.

There are however a few areas where perhaps changes could be made.  Proponents of stem cell have made two basic arguments in support of this plan. The first, and to my mind most important, is that stem cell research can help lead to a better understanding of human biology and may lead to treatments for some of the most debilitating diseases like Parkinson’s, ALS and Juvenile Diabetes.  The second is that stem cell research will leverage additional research funding, spur intellectual capital, lead to licensing and new start up companies which will in turn promote economic development and create good paying jobs.

Both arguments are valid, important, and in fact quite intertwined.  I understand that the Governor and the Legislature have to educate the public and help the people understand the benefits of stem cell research, especially with a plan such as this which involves a bond act needing voter approval.  My concern however is that perhaps too much emphasis is being placed on the economic development argument, possibly at the expense of the health and science justifications for stem cell research.
Section 3981 of the proposed language states that the corporation is authorized to make grants “to promote economic growth.”  Stem cell research and other emerging technologies are just a vehicle to accomplish this laudable goal, but are not the main raison d’etre of the corporation.  Part C imposes an economic growth threshold test on all grants.  Good science is not the primary decision making criteria.   
Medical schools and teaching hospitals are an important part of the State’s economy.  In its latest analysis, the Association of American Medical Colleges estimates that New York’s medical schools and teaching hospitals contribute over $66 billion the State’s economy.  Combine that with the rest of the SUNY system and the other great research New York institutions and you have a huge economic force.

That having been said we must keep our eyes on the prize.  We must remember that stem cell research, like all biomedical research, is about improving the human condition, about better understanding, preventing, treating, and perhaps even curing disease.  Promoting good science that will lead to these improvements in the human condition must be at least as important a goal of the corporation as economic development.  The New Yorkers for the Advancement of Medical Research, of which Columbia is a member, has suggested changes to the proposed legislation that would accomplish this goal and I encourage the Legislature to consider those recommendations.

I am not so much concerned about funding projects with questionable scientific merit, although that is always a concern, but I am concerned about projects involving great science and having great potential to help people, but which may not create as many jobs as some others, not getting funded.  To greatly oversimplify things, which idea is more deserving of support, one that would cure Parkinson’s in five years but only create 100 jobs, or one that will cure the disease in ten years but create ten times as many jobs?  I would hope everybody would agree that it should be the first.
My second point has to do with how funding decisions will be made.  The legislation is somewhat silent on this, simply stating that the Board of Directors will have final approval of award decisions.  I would strongly recommend that some sort of merit based, peer review decision making process be incorporated into the legislation.  This will ensure that only the most scientifically sound projects get funded.
One need only look to the NIH to see that this is the way to go.  The NIH has used peer review throughout its history and it is why the agency conducts and funds such great science and why the agency is universally respected and admired by elected officials, researchers, and patients.  From what I understand, California is using a similar process to make its funding decisions.

Peer review can incorporate an assortment of criteria that can be used in making funding decisions.  Scientific merit must always be the most important consideration but other factors like economic development potential and geographic diversity can also be figured in appropriately.

If this plan or something similar passes, as I strongly hope it will, New Yorkers will be investing over $2 billion in stem cell research and emerging technologies.  The best way to ensure public confidence in the program, the way to get the best return on that investment is to make sure that funding decisions are made wisely and fairly.  The best way to ensure that this happens is to adopt some form of merit based peer review system for award decisions.

My final point is one that several others may have raised – the breakdown between capital and operating expenses.  I think it is very important to maintain as much flexibility as possible.  The science, law, and politics of stem cell research will evolve over the next ten plus years, and I do not believe it would be wise to lock in any funding formulas at this point.  It is also worth noting that different institutions operate under different circumstances and have vastly different needs.  State funding should capitalize as much as possible on the resources that the various medical schools and other institutions have to offer.

Once again I thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today and again want to stress how thrilled we are that the both the Administration and the Legislature recognize the importance of stem cell research.  By passing funding legislation and including money in the 07/08 budget this State will be doing something quite wonderful, something that will help patients and scientists in their fight against disease and will have the added benefit of helping our economy as well.  I look forward to entertaining any questions you may have.
