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On October 26, 2017, you asked that I conduct a review of the Ministry of
Agriculture's Animal Health Centre (AHC) in light of the allegations that its
research and diagnostic services were tainted by "dubious data and conflicts of
interest."
This is my report to you on the outcome of that review.
In the interests of conducting as objective, thorough and arms-length a review as
possible, I worked with the Deputy Ministers of the Public Service Agency and
Ministry of Agriculture to establish the review process. Through a Request for
Proposals process, Deloitte was selected to undertake a detailed external review.
The report from Deloitte, as well as the backgrounder and terms of reference that
accompanied the Request for Proposal, are attached.
In addition to commissioning Deloitte to conduct the external review, I thought it
was important that I engage directly with the AHC and visit the centre in
person. I had several telephone conversations with AHC management and staff,
and visited the centre on December 15. During my visit, I was given a tour of the
different parts of the centre, had its different functions and quality control
processes explained to me, and was able to engage in an informal town hall
meeting with all of the staff that were available.
As you know, I not an animal health scientist nor a quality control
expert. However, I was impressed with the professionalism, the attention to
quality control and the dedication to good science that I observed during my visit.
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Summary of the Deloitte Report
Deloitte performed a comprehensive, rigorous review. There would be little value
in my summarizing the Deloitte findings. Deloitte does a good job of that in the
Executive Summary of the report (pp. 1-3). I will, however, highlight some of its
key findings:
"Our independent assessment of the AHC did not identify any evidence of
financial or technical conflict of interest regarding the diagnostic activities
of the AHC. (p. 2)

"Relative to other laboratories, the AHC operates at the highest levels of
quality, both in terms of the depth and experience of scientist and
veterinary pathologists on staff (particularly the finfish expertise). The
laboratory and its quality management processes are certified by
independent accreditation bodies, with a series of strongly controlled
diagnostic tests performed by highly qualified and experienced laboratory
scientists and pathologists. (p. 3)

"In addition to the depth of professional expertise, we observed a
sophisticated system of quality management processes, technical review,
separation of roles, and quality audit controls that would make collusion or
deliberate alteration of diagnostic results very difficult to disguise. It is
unlikely that all of these AHC diagnostic processes would fail to correctly
identify pathogens or evidence of disease within a fish sample. (p. 3)

''We identified little or no financial incentive for the AHC management and
scientists to temporarily suppress or alter their findings regarding pathogen
or disease outbreaks - if anything this could lead to significant personal
reputation impact, loss of professional designation, and loss of income for
a veterinary pathologist. (p. 3)"

In addition to providing a "report card" on the policies and procedures of the
AHC, we also asked Deloitte to look for areas for improvement. Deloitte
identified a number of areas throughout the report. Their recommendations are
summarized in Section 7 (pp.47-51).
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I have spoken to both the Deputy Minister of Agriculture and the Director of the
AHC, and they both accept the recommendations of the report and are
committed to implementing them. I do want to emphasize, however, that this
acceptance reflects a commitment to continuous improvement from a laboratory
that "operates at the highest levels of quality, both in terms of depth of and
experience of scientists and veterinary pathologists on staff."
It may seem that this goes without saying, but it is still important to state
explicitly: nothing in this report shows any evidence of "dubious data or conflict
of interest."

A Word on Disputes Amongst Scientists
The controversy about the AHC started last year as a dispute amongst two
scientists. We made a deliberate decision that the review of the AHC would not
be an investigation of individuals, but rather a review of the policies, procedures
and rigor of the AHC. Having said that, it would be unusual if I did not address
this dispute, as it was origin of this review.
There is nothing unusual about a dispute amongst scientists. Contrary to what we
often see in popular discussion, science is never "settled." The scientific method
is a discovery mechanism to better understand the world. But that understanding
will always be imperfect, because the world is too complex and too dynamic to
ever think our understanding will be complete and final. Science's job is never
done.
Scientific knowledge is always tentative and subject to revision. It needs to be
constantly challenged and contested. That is how it is advanced.
I am not troubled by a dispute between two government scientists. At a
fundamental level this means they are doing their jobs. I would hope that the
argument is carried on respectfully, focuses on the scientific issues, and does not
degenerate into questioning motives and impugning reputations. Differences
amongst scientists should be based on an assessment of scientific evidence and
not be reduced to imputations of bad faith or conflict of interest where there is no
evidence to support those claims. There are other venues, including professional
bodies to address such concerns if there is evidence for them.
But it would be a mistake to ask scientists not to do their jobs.
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Conclusion
In summary, I am satisfied that the Animal Health Centre operates with strong
professional, scientific and ethical integrity. My review process found no evidence
of "dubious data or conflict of interest. The Animal Health Centre is an asset that
is of critical importance to the agriculture, fishing and aquaculture industries in our
province, and to the health and well being of our citizens. It is an institution of
which the Public Service can be proud.

Don Wright
Deputy Minister to the Premier,
Cabinet Secretary and Head of the BC Public Service

