


By Joseph V. Simone, MD

I n my last column ( 4/25/06 issue), I
used the changes in leadership

under way at the FDA and NCI as an
occasion for describing the characteris-
tics of great leaders. I pointed out that
there are personal and professional

qualities that distinguish poor, good,
and great leaders. 

Here is a recap from that column
on choosing effective leaders:

1. Has the candidate been an effec-
tive leader at another institution? Will
he leave his current institution substan-
tially better off than when he arrived?

2. Has he articulated a clear vision
and rallied the troops behind him? Was
this vision backed by public acts, not
just words?

3. Has he hired strong, accom-
plished lieutenants and replaced the
weak or incompetent?

4. Do his strengths meet the one
immediate key challenge of his new
institution?

5.  Has he set an example by his
integrity and humility?

6. Would I want my son or daugh-
ter to work for the candidate and be
mentored by him?

7. Would he sacrifice his job for a
core principle or is he welded to the
party line?

In this column, I will deal with the
FDA. Dr. Andrew von Eschenbach has
been nominated by President Bush to
head the FDA; at this writing, von
Eschenbach has announced his plan to
step down as director of the NCI to
assume his new role. He heads the FDA
in an interim capacity until his confir-
mation by the Senate. 

Dr. von Eschenbach has a public
record from which cancer researchers
may judge his effectiveness as director
of the NCI; that may suggest his fit for
the FDA position. The following com-
ments were gleaned from conversations
with about 75 cancer research leaders.
The researchers all spoke to me with
the understanding that they would not
be identified. I have framed their com-
ments as if in response to the seven
questions above. 

(continued on page 4)
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ÒWill Dr. von Eschenbach
be a good leader of the
FDA? Some say no 
because of his lack of
research experience 

and his record at NCI.
Personally, I donÕt know.
For all of our sakes, and
especially for our current

and future patients, I 
sincerely hope he does
wellÉand does good.Ó
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Effective leader of NCI? Did
he leave the NCI better off
than when he arrived? 

Opinions varied, but most believe he
lost credibility with his pledge to
Òeliminate death and suffering from
cancer by 2015,Ó which was character-
ized as Òmagical thinkingÓ since he
never articulated specific short- and
long-term plans to achieve that goal. 

Did he leave the NCI better off?
The responses were nearly unanimous
that he left the NCI worse off than
when he arrived. The following is a
characteristic comment. ÒHe knew
from the day he arrived that NCI was
headed for a serious budget crunch, a
situation he inherited. But he had four
years to deal with it and failed to blunt
the progressive constriction in funding
of investigator-initiated grants. Instead
of planning for the belt-tightening,
money was spent on large, costly new
programs at the expense of research
project grants.Ó 

Many, including three Nobel lau-
reates who spoke at the recent AACR
meeting, said that a sustained pay line
at current levels for research project
grants will be catastrophic for the
future of cancer research, with many
young investigatorsÑthe seed corn of
cancer researchÑleaving the field of
creative discovery research.

Articulated clear vision?
Rallied the troops? 

The 2015 vision was articulated repeat-
edly, but nobody believed it, so the
troopsÑcancer scientistsÑdid not fol-
low because they could not understand
how this would be accomplished. In
public statements, Drs. Harold Varmus
and Paul Nurse, both Nobel laureates
and leaders of prestigious cancer
research institutions, and others called
the goal unreasonable.

Hired (or retained) strong lieu-
tenants? 

Many believe that the departures
of Drs. Barbara Rimer and Robert
Wittes were a major loss from which
the NCI still has not recovered. Some
comments reflect the preponderance of
opinion: Ò[Dr. Anna] Barker and [Dr.
Mark] Clanton are not in the same
league as Barbara and Bob when it
comes to cancer research.Ó 

Strengths meet the 
needs of FDA? 

Many responded in the negative, while
others said there were far more quali-
fied people for the job, with more expe-
rience in drug development research.
Many believe maintaining the scientific
integrity and professionalism of the
drug review process is the most impor-
tant need. 

The general belief is that the Bush
administrationÕs priority is to prevent
approval of the Plan B drug and that

was a major force in their
selection of von Eschenbach. 

Was he an example of
integrity and humility? 

This response was also mixed.
Some believe that, whatever
his shortcomings, he did what
he believed was right and
stuck to it. Others questioned
two of his activities, first
reported by The Cancer Letter. 

First, serving as a board member
of C-Change (formerly the National
Dialogue on Cancer) along with lead-
ers of the pharmaceutical industry was
thought to create the appearance or
potential of a conflict of interest. Also
his appearance and voiced support at
political events for a Florida legislator,
US Representative E. Clay Shaw, run-
ning for re-election raised concerns. 

Some commented that the 2015
promise showed a lack of humility, an
essential quality for leaders of organi-
zations to gain and sustain excellence
(see the bestseller Good to Greatby Jim
Collins).

Would you want your son or
daughter mentored by him? 

This was not asked directly or indirect-
ly of the whole group, so the sample is
quite small. For what it is worth, the
respondents answered in the negative.

Would he sacrifice his job 
for a core principle? 

Most didnÕt know how to answer this
one. Two believed that his close ties to
the Bush family and the Bush agenda
mean that this issue would probably
never come up.

My own experience with Dr. von
Eschenbach is limited. Personally, he is
affable, sincere, and dedicated to can-
cer patients. By all accounts he was a
very good urologist when he cared for
his patients. 

I have disagreed with some of his
policies, most specifically with his
decision to stop funding the National
Cancer Policy Board of the Institute of
Medicine, which I chaired at the time.
His reason was that it didnÕt have

members who were Nobel laureates
and because ÒI donÕt like committees I
canÕt control.Ó 

That decision was his right, and he
did agree to fund another version of
that committee, the National Cancer
Policy Forum, provided members of
his staff and of other sponsoring gov-
ernment agencies had permanent seats. 

Will he be a good leader of the FDA?
Some say no because of his lack of
research experience and his record at
NCI. Personally, I donÕt know. 

For all of our sakes, and especially
for our current and future patients, I
sincerely hope he does wellÉand does
good. OT
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