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Violation of Good Scientific Practice has been Proven
A serious violation of good scientific practice has occurred, but the consequences are not far-reaching. This is the conclusion drawn by the Norwegian University of Life Sciences (UMB) and the University of Oslo (UiO) after a report was submitted by the committee appointed in 2006 to assess the research results published by a researcher who had previously been employed at both universities.
The two universities' rectors, UMB's Knut Hove and UiO's Geir Ellingsrud, declared that they principally agree with the investigation committee's conclusions. They underline that at both universities, the case has led to an assessment and changes of routines regarding the required documentation of research activities.
Slightly more than a year ago it was announced that a researcher, who had been employed at UMB and UiO, was suspected of violating good scientific practice. The scientist had primarily been conducting research on ecological issues, including studies of the interaction between soil, fungi and plants in tropical and temperate climates. The researcher had also been considerably involved in projects related to biodiversity. Together, the two universities appointed a joint committee to scrutinize all research results the researcher had published in the period of employment between 1996 and 2006, including co-authored papers and articles.

In its report, the committee writes that the investigation has revealed that data manipulation and fabrication has occurred in one of the scientific articles. The committee considers this to be a serious violation of good scientific practice. However, the committee was not able to find documentation that can ascertain who is to be held responsible for this violation. The article was withdrawn in June 2006.
The committee concluded that 11 of the 63 scientific articles originating from the period 1996- 2006 had to be scrutinized due to the researcher’s role in dealing with the raw data in these articles. A common feature of many of these articles is that the researcher has not been able to present any of the raw data on which the articles’ results and conclusions are based. The committee has nevertheless not been able to demonstrate anything unusual about the presented results, stating that the material cannot be presented due to complex reasons. There are no grounds for stating that raw data has been willingly destroyed to prevent access to and control of the data.

In the committee’s opinion, the researcher’s disability to document the raw data underlying published research results represents a violation of good scientific practice.  

The committee emphasises that the lack of clear rules for data handling and storage has been a weakness of the system at both universities. 

According to both UMB and UiO, the public has a right to be informed about the results [of the investigation] when there is justified concern for the quality of research. In the opinion of both universities, serious violation of good scientific practice was proven in one article, and violation of good scientific practice in several others. However, since according to the investigation committee there are no sufficiently unambiguous grounds for determining who actually manipulated and fabricated the research data, it is considered to be an unacceptable strain on the investigated researcher to disclose his or her identity. The person in question is no longer employed at either of the universities. The research under investigation was performed before the Act on ethics and integrity in research came into force, in which measures were introduced to strengthen research ethics.
The universities have also chosen not to reveal the names of the researcher’s co-authors. This decision was made because such a disclosure could contribute to identifying the researcher under investigation, and because there is no reason to believe that there are any shortcomings in the co-authors’ work.

Both UMB and UiO have recently implemented numerous measures to improve administrational practice and strengthen research ethics in accordance with the new Act.
The independent investigation committee consisted of Professor Emeritus Kim von Weissenberg, Helsingfors University, Professor Annica Kronsell, Lund University, Professor Hanna Kokko, Helsingfors University, Professor Lars Høgbom, Skogforsk, Uppsala and District Recorder Bjørn Solbakken, Karmsund courthouse.
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