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Lord Owen (Crossbench)
My Lords, I wish to extol the merits of NICE after watching it from the
other side, which is the pharmaceutical industry. It is certainly true that
the United States pharmaceutical industry was appalled initially by the
appointment of NICE and there are still a lot of people who dislike it
intensely. Nevertheless, it has established a scientific credibility which is
rare in regulatory activities and which it would be absurd to forgo.
I am worried about a lot of the language used about NICE in this
legislation. I know that "direct" will be discussed in another context, but
there is an overall intent effectively to bring the body into the
Government and make it answerable to them. The important quality of
NICE, which was established particularly when it first arose, is its
measure of independence. If that measure of independence is lost, NICE's
authority and credibility will go with it. I see a lot of merit in ensuring
that the appointment of the chair carries not just the imprimatur of the
Secretary of State but the imprimatur of Parliament. The Select
Committee on Health, which has shown itself over many years to take an
informed and knowledgeable view of the National Health Service, is a
credible check on NICE becoming not just another annexe to the
Department of Health.
I am also concerned about the additional responsibilities being given to
NICE. NICE's quality came from the fact that it was highly focused. That
focus was on the pharmaceutical industry but it was also on science and
scientific appraisal. It is a great help to the department to have this
authoritative, independent view. We all know how easy it is for so-called
wonder drugs to get sponsored by newspapers, individuals or trends.
What NICE did was to give an authoritative viewpoint, as far as possible
objectively, and to take its time sometimes when there was great
pressure for an early pronouncement. It was able to withstand that
pressure and say, "Until we get more evidence, we will not be able to

form a judgment". We all know that it is very difficult for the department,
for Ministers and for people who are in the front line to have that
measure of detachment, but scientific evaluation requires it, as well
authority that has been built up over a substantial period.
I hope that the Government will not only listen to the proposers of the
amendments but take this issue away and ask themselves whether they are
not scoring an own-goal. NICE is an organisation that has worked; not
many of our organisations in this field work quite so successfully and build
such a substantial reputation within the profession which was sceptical
about it. I agree with the noble Lord, Lord Warner, that even the
pharmaceutical industry has come to see its value. A lot of other countries
are looking at NICE and want something similar to be established. A lot of
the language in this part of the Bill goes against that trend. I will listen
carefully to the Minister's reply, but I hope that the Government will have a
fresh look at this matter.

…………..

Lord Owen (Crossbench)
I thank the Minister for his explanation earlier. I found much of it
convincing, particularly his statement that Professor Mike Rawlins
thought that this was a vote of confidence in his organisation. I have
long had respect for Professor Rawlins-he was an adviser to the SDP
many years ago, so I can hardly disavow his advice at this stage. I urge
the Minister to consider for one moment that Amendment 342 would go
a long way towards reassuring a lot of us. It would take out the word
"direct" and put in the concept of agreeing, which would be much more
beneficial if he wants to establish the relationship in reality.

