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Sacking of chief adviser ’will 
leave drugs service in disarray’ 
Growing fury at ’disgraceful’ decision that undermines relations between politicians and scientists 

By Danny Brierley 

Leading members of the Advisory 
Council on the Misuse of Drugs 
(ACMD) are expected to resign over 
the sacking of its chairman, leaving 
the service in disarray, one of its lead- 
ing scientists has warned. 

Dr Les King, a respected chemist 
and former head of the Drugs Intelli- 
gence Unit in the Forensic Science 
Service, said that anger over the Home 
Secretary Alan Johnson’s "disgrace- 
ful" decision to remove Professor 
David Nutt could lead to a meltdown 
in the 40-year-old organisation. 

As many as six of its scientists will 
resign from the independent organi- 
sation, he claimed, putting further 
pressure on the Government over its 
handling of the affair. Dr King cau- 
tioned that the Government’s whole 
drugs programme could be at risk. 

The row also has wider ramifica- 
tions for the relationship between 
politicians and scientists, many of 
whom are concemed at Mr Johnson’s 
reaction to Professor Nutt’s comments. 
Dr King said: qAcademics, medics and 
others are going to ask themselves if 
they want to serve on these agencies 
without payment, on thei~ own time 
and expense, when the advice that 
they produce is routinely ignored." 

The row has intensified after Mr 
Johnson accused Professor Nutt of 
"lobbying for a change in policy". 

Professor Nutt’s dismissal, a first 
for a chairman of the ACMD, came 
days after he expressed dismay at the 
Prime Minister’s insistence that 
cannabis remain a class B drug, and 
nine months after he said that there 
was little difference in the dangers of 
horse riding and taking ecstasy. 

Dr King added: "What we say is 
objective and evidence-based. Some- 

sacking and the continued prohibi- 
tionofcannabis. 

Nutt: His sacking could cause ’meltdown’ of drugs advisory council 

’You cannot 
question 
David Nutrs 
credentials’ 
CHRIS HUHNE 
Liberal Democrat home 

affairs spokesman 

times people do not want to hear that. 
The Government has a statutory ob- 
ligation to consult the council before 
it makes any changes to the classifi- 
cation of drugs - the Misuse of Drugs 
Act is clear about that. If significant 
figures resign, it cannot function any 
more, and without a change to the Act 
of Parliament the Government can- 
not make any changes." 

Members of the council, which 
meets twice a year, are due to gather 
again on 10 November, when dis- 
cussions will be dominated by 
Professor Nutt’s sacking. But the res- 
ignations are likely to occur sooner, 
according to Dr King. 

Following the sacking, there are 
now 30 members of the council, fewer 
than half of whom are scientists. The 
Home Office has refused to comment 
on the possibility of resignations, but 
the science minister Lord Drayson 
told followers of his Twitter account 
that he was "looking into it". The shad- 
ow Home Secretary, Chris Grayling, 
has backed Professor Nutt’s sacking, 
but comments left on the Conservative 
Party website questioned both the 

rats’ home affairs spokesman, said: 
The sacking was utterly disgraceful 

and a serious mistake. It has much 
wider implications, not just for the 
ACMD but for any independent sci- 
entific advisory service trying to give 
a sensible assessment of evidence to 
policy-makers. It is absolutely essen- 
tial that the Government takes impar- 
tial, scientific advice. You cannot ques- 
tion David Nutt’s credentials - if any- 
one knows the difference between 
facts and opinions, it is him." .: 

Others outside the service-have also 
questioned Mr ]ohnson’s handling of 
the affair. Rudi Fortson, a leading crim- 
inal barrister and author who spe 
cialises in drug cases, said: "The co- 
bined experience of the ACMD i~ 
valuable. If the scientists were" 
sign en masse, who would then. 
to determine which drugs oug~ 
classified and whether the 
be classified at all and which 
be classified as A,B or C? A 
would be left and that would be. 
ter of some concern." 

Ifi an open letter to Mr Johnsi 
Professor Peter Tyrer, the head oft~ 
Centre for Mental Health and edito~ 
of the British Journal of Psychiatry, 
said: "I can assure you, as a senior col- 
league of Professor Nutt, that his sci- 
entific credentials are impeccable and 
his recommendations could not be 
more authoritative." 

Richard Garside, the director of the 
Centre for Crime and Justice at King’s 
College London, accused Mr Johnson 
of undermining scientific res~earch. 
He said: "I’m shocked and dismayed 
that [he] appears to believe that polit- 
ical calculation trumps honest and in- 
formed scientific opinion." 
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Families call 
for inquiry 
into Gosport 
hospital 
deaths 

By Nina Lakhani 

The Government will thi.~ week 
come under further pressure to 
hold a public inquiry into deaths 
of elderly patients at Gosport War 
Memorial Hospital during the 
1990s, as relatives and lawyers 
meet with Ndrman Lamb MP, the 
Lib Dem health spokesman. 

Failures by the police, CPS, 
NHS and health regulators can be 
exposed and lessons learnt only if 
there is an open and transparent 
inquiry, according to Mr Lamb. 

Relatives have spent years try- 

Dr Jane Barton 
Tt-anscripts from the 
doctor’s disciplinary 
hearing are in the 
hands of the police 

ing to access reports about hun- 
dreds of deaths at the Hampshire 
community hospital, which they 
believe may hold the key into 
what happened when Dr lane 
Barton worked there between 
1989 and 2000. 

Having received transcripts 
from Dr Barton’s eight-week 

¯ disciplinary hearing, officers are 
reinvestigating at least 12 deaths 
that occurred between 1996 and 
1998. Relatives are also urging 
police to consider the action of 
nurses who were involved in the 
care of patients. 
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