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GP reveals
patients’ secrets
in pub
Clare Dyer, legal correspondent, BMJ

A British GP who revealed his
patients’ secrets in a pub drink-
ing session was last week found
guilty of serious professional
misconduct by the General
Medical Council.

Norman Shannon, who prac-
tised at Water Orton, Wishaw,
near Birmingham, had drunk five
pints of Guinness before he blurt-
ed out to a relief manager that the
pub landlord and landlady, Philip
and Carol Pallett, who were away
on holiday, had received infertility
treatment and that their two chil-
dren were conceived by donor
insemination. The conversation
was overheard by staff and cus-
tomers and by Mrs Pallett’s 17
year old daughter, who was
unaware that her half brother and
sister, aged two and four, were not
conceived naturally.

Dr Shannon’s case was
referred to the GMC’s health
committee, set up in 1980 to deal
with doctors whose ability to
practise is impaired by drug or
alcohol related problems or by
mental illness. The committee’s
twin aims are to protect the pub-
lic and help the doctor towards
rehabilitation if possible.

The professional conduct
committee placed conditions on
Dr Shannon’s registration, ban-
ning him from treating patients
for three years or until the
health committee accepts

responsibility for his case or the
case comes back to the profes-
sional conduct committee. He is
also obliged to undergo psychi-
atric treatment. Two medical
examiners will be asked to
report to the health committee
on whether Dr Shannon’s ability
to practice is impaired. If so, the
committee will assume responsi-
bility, and it could lift the ban on
practice within the three years if
Dr Shannon overcomes his alco-
hol problem. 

During the three day hearing,
Rosalind Foster, counsel for the
GMC, said: “A doctor is a doctor,
in or out of surgery, and must act
in accordance with the standards
expected of him. Some might
think that a boorish outburst in a

pub is even worse than a disclo-
sure in a surgery context.”

Dr Shannon’s counsel, Mary
O’Rourke, told the committee:
“This is not a wicked doctor that
is here in front of you. It is a sick
doctor.”

Mr and Mrs Pallett, who had
decided not to tell their daughter
and son how they were con-
ceived, had already decided to
leave their pub, the Cock Inn, in
Wishaw. But their embarrassment
was so acute that they felt they
had to make a fresh start else-
where and moved to Kettering in
Northamptonshire.  Their identi-
ties were not disclosed during the
hearing, but they later agreed to
be named and photographed by
a national newspaper.

European cooperation in med-
ical research is vital in order to
introduce innovations in a cost-
effective manner, speakers
argued at an international con-
ference on innovative research
and appropriate health care for
European citizens.

Chief medical officers and
health ministers of the 15 Euro-
pean Union countries attended
the meeting hosted by the Nether-
lands, the current EU presidency
holders. Views will be taken up by

the EU’s recently launched Fifth
Framework programme for
research and technology develop-
ment, when research ministers
meet on 15 May.

The EU commissioner for
education and science, Edith
Cresson, said that 25% of Euro-
peans will be aged over 60 by
the year 2020. As a result
Europe needed to define rigor-
ous yet careful cost containment
policies.

Only research can provide an

objective base for policies, she
argued, and collaboration on an
EU level, with its critical mass of
400 million people, had advan-
tages. European diversity meant
EU-wide epidemiological studies
had great benefits and multicen-
tred research could be carried
out, such as the current investiga-
tion of variations in perinatal
mortality in 10 EU countries.

The Dutch health minister,
Professor Els Borst-Eilers, said
the large scale European research
on prostate cancer screening was
an example of where the interna-
tional sharing of knowledge
could improve cost effectiveness.
“Cooperation in the field of
research is an excellent opportu-
nity to show the added value of

the European Union,” she said.
Professor Borst argued that

with the fast emergence of chron-
ic and infectious diseases, togeth-
er with rapid scientific devel-
opments and member states
struggling to control costs, the
credo for the next century must
be “doing the right things right.”

A long term advocate of evi-
dence based medicine, she also
argued that research needs to be
applied with a stronger empha-
sis on setting standards and
monitoring outcomes. “We
ought to row less and steer
more,” she said. She argued that
in the past innovations had
saved costs—for example the use
of antibiotics for treating stom-
ach ulcers and tuberculosis. 

News

Dr Shannon’s case was referred to the GMC’s health committee
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Call for European cooperation in
research
Tony Sheldon, Utrecht

HIV transmitted
by bone graft
Helmut L Karcher, Munich  

A leading transplantation cen-
tre in Germany must pay com-
pensation to a man who
developed AIDS after receiving
a bone graft from a donor who
was a drug misuser.

The Medical University of
Hanover was sentenced to pay
DM300 000 (£108 000, $176 000)
in compensation to a 58 year
old man. In January 1985 the
man, who had a clavicle frac-
ture, received a transplanted
lyophilised bone chip from a
donor who was a drug misuser,
and who had died from drug
overdosage. The donor was not
tested for HIV—at the time there
were only around 150 cases of
AIDS in Germany. At least two
more patients, out of 12 who
received bone transplants from
the same donor, later died from
AIDS.

The Superior Court of
Hanover decided there was no
doubt that the plaintiff had
been infected with HIV via the
bone graft. Although the judges
conceded that in 1985 it was not
known that viral diseases could
be transmitted by lyophilised
bone grafts, the court insisted
that the donor’s drug addiction
should have been a warning
signal to doctors. Medical con-
sultants in court also confirmed
that in 1985 there was already a
rising debate going on whether
AIDS could be transmitted by
other media than blood.


