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NCI Ethics Column

By Carolynne Keenan, NCI Ethics Office, Contributing Writer

Opening: The role of the NCI Ethics Office is to help keep our employees free from conflicts which could impact the integrity of cancer research. Employees have to:

· file financial disclosure reports; 
· report any outside employment, gifts, awards and other honors; 
· and act always in the best interest of the government. 
The Ethics Office reviews this information to determine whether a conflict – or even the appearance of a conflict – exists. Read below for some examples of what happens when people don’t follow the regulations.

Ethics in the News
· Jack Snyder made national news for his ethics violation. Before joining the National Library of Medicine as the Associate Director of the Division of Specialized Information Services, Snyder operated a litigation consulting business, Medico-Legal-Forensic Services (MLFS). Part of his work included expert testimony at trials across the country. When he joined NIH, he was notified that he needed to stop working with MLFS – but he didn’t. He continued receiving income from MLFS and never reported that information on his financial disclosure form (SF 278). To make matters worse, Snyder used his government phone to field calls from MLFS and used his government computer to create invoices.  In addition to his misuse of government property charges, Snyder traveled to testify for MLFS-related business without taking annual leave. He used fewer than 25 days of annual leave in five years and was paid over $22K for unclaimed annual leave when he left NIH.  Snyder was charged with a felony count, of making a false statement on his annual financial disclosure report, and was sentenced to one year probation. In addition, he was required to serve 160 hours of community service and was ordered to pay a fine of $200K. Yikes!

· Are you ever tempted, even just a little, to use your public office for private gain? Say you want tickets to a Redskins game – think the stadium would give you a discount just because of who you are? Tempting, yes; ethical, no. That, allegedly, didn’t stop two Washington area socialites from asking a DOD official to get them tickets to a White House invitation-only dinner. At least that’s the story from the infamous party-crashers Salahis’ side, according to The Washington Post (1/6/10). In a White House issued statement, the DOD official said she didn’t imply that she had that kind of pull. Regardless, the Salahis showed up at the dinner, got in, had their photos taken for a social-networking site, and the rest is Washington scandal history. The moral of the story? Don’t use public office for private gain, either for you, friends, family or even strangers. (The second moral is, don’t post party-crashing pictures on social-networking sites.)

· Curtis Jones, an equipment program manager for the FBI, apparently thought accepting a holiday Caribbean cruise for him and his family as a thank-you from a government contractor was perfectly legit. Government ethics would disagree – as did the courts. Jones, according to the usoge.gov Web site, awarded the company a $2 million government contract, and received a gift worth $7,500. That’s better than a basket of fruit, but at least that could have been shared with his office. Instead, Jones paid a $5,000 fine, and was sentenced to two years probation. Ouch.

· Jimmy Mayberry, a former Special Assistant to the Associate Director within the U.S. Department of the Interior, also didn’t want to quit the workforce cold turkey. So, he and his boss came up with what they thought was the perfect plan: create a contractor position for Mayberry, who was slated for retirement. This act was flawed from the start, as Mayberry actually created the statement of work that was used to create the position. Mayberry, in a sense, created his own job. It’s no surprise, then, that he was the only bidder to receive an “excellent” score in all categories and “earn” the job.
Mayberry pleaded guilty to one count of taking actions that affected his personal financial interests, and was fined $2,500 and two years of probation, according to the usoge.gov Web site. (Note: There are ethically permissible ways that retirees can return to work for the government in similar positions.)

· After James Wright retired from his job at the Defense Threat Reduction Agency (DTRA) in 2005, he decided he wanted to continue using his expertise. He formed his own corporation, VMW & Associates, with friend John Villanueva. Villanueva and VMW created a subcontract agreement with one of the competing companies submitting bids on a $450K contract. Wright put himself in the position to steer actions to that company – most importantly, awarded the contract his company, according to the usoge.gov Web site. He never disclosed in his financial disclosure form that he had a financial interest in VMW. 
In the aftermath, both Wright and Villanueva eventually plead guilty to a felony offense and spent six months in prison, with two years of supervised release. Luis Mercardo, the “M” in VMW, was charged a fine of $250 and two year’s probation.

Box
Ask the DEC:

Got a burning ethics question to ask? Not sure if you need to report a gift or an award? Just have a question about ethics in general? Have no fear: “Ask the DEC” is here. Each issue we’ll address your ethics questions, concerns and queries. Please submit questions and comments for publication to fitzpaca@mail.nih.gov.
Box: 


Andrea Q. Bernardo, Deputy Ethics Counselor

NCI Ethics Office


6116 Executive Blvd, Suite 202


Rockville, MD 20852


301-496-1148


nciethics-r@mail.nih.gov

Hours: 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.


Web site: http://mynci.cancer.gov/admin/ethics
