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obtain-
able, as The Lan-

cet Editor Richard Horton wrote in 
MMR – Science and Fiction (Granta Books, 
London, 2004). However, single antigen 
vaccines were only obtainable on a private 
basis and, therefore, only a minority of par-
ents made use of this possibility. 

The live MMR vaccine had been intro-
duced in the UK in 1988 and replaced single 
vaccines. Prior to its release, no studies had 
been performed to look for autism after vac-
cination, David Elliman and Helen Bedford 
reported in their article ‘MMR: where are 
we now?’ (Arch. Dis. Child. 92: 1055-1057, 
2007). However, there were no concerns in 
this respect after 16 years of use of the vac-
cine in the USA. Autism is also not observed 
after postnatal measles, mumps or rubella, 
unless accompanied by severe encephalitis. 
In 1992, brands of MMR vaccine containing 
the Urabe strain of the mumps vaccine vi-
rus were withdrawn after it had been found 
to be associated with an increased risk of 
aseptic meningitis. In 1997, an additional 
MMR vaccine brand was introduced in the 
UK. Numerous studies have corroborated 
the safety of the MMR vaccine and found 
no scientific evidence of an involvement of 
the vaccine with autism or inflammatory 
bowel disease. Worldwide, over 500 mil-
lion doses of MMR vaccine have been used 
since the early 1970s.

Retraction seemed overdue
In February 2004, Brian Deer, a journal-

ist for the Sunday Times, made allegations 
against Wakefield in a meeting with editors 
of The Lancet, Horton reported in MMR – 
Science and Fiction. Deer’s findings suggest-
ed that Wakefield and his colleagues had 
conducted invasive investigations on chil-
dren without ethical approval and that the 
children for the study were cherry-picked to 
fit a preconceived theory linking the MMR 
vaccine to autism. Deer’s presentation and 
Wakefield’s subsequent admission also 

gave the impression 
that Wakefield had concealed a 

‘conflict of interest’ by being a paid advi-
sor in a MMR litigation matter. Some of the 
children in The Lancet publication were also 
part of the litigation-driven research. Deer’s 
allegations precipitated investigations by 
the General Medical Council.

The Lancet concluded in March 2004, af-
ter own investigations into the allegations, 
that Ethics Committee approval had been 
granted and that there was no active biased 
selection of patients for the study. Howev-
er, Wakefield should have disclosed the ex-
isting ‘conflict of interest’. The journal’s 
guidelines at the time stated, “The conflict 
of interest test is a simple one. Is there any-
thing...that would embarrass you if it were 
to emerge after publication and you had not 
declared it?” Subsequently, 10 of the publi-
cation’s 13 authors, including Walker-Smith 
and Murch, retracted the most controversial 
part of the publication, the interpretation 
expressed about a possible link between the 
MMR vaccine and autism. Nearly six years 
later, after the hearing of the General Med-

ical Council’s Fitness to Practise Pan-
el, The Lancet decided to fully retract 
the paper from the published record. 
“Although the retraction seems over-
due, it can only be a good thing for 
science,” Trisha Greenhalgh, Profes-
sor of Primary Health Care at Uni-
versity College London, comment-
ed in the BMJ (340:c644, 2010). 

Ongoing investigations
The General Medical Council’s investi-

gation will continue in April and may have 
different repercussions for the three phy-
sicians. Murch, a Professor of Paediatrics 
and Child Health at the University of War-
wick, is the only one working in the UK 
and, therefore, would be affected the most 
by any sanctions enforced by the General 
Medical Council’s Fitness to Practise Pan-
el. Walker-Smith is retired. Wakefield left 
the Royal Free School of Medicine in 2001 
and lives and works now in the US. He is 
one of the founders and Executive Direc-
tor of ‘Thoughtful House’, a centre for chil-
dren with developmental disorders in Tex-
as, which combines medical care, education 
and research. The centre supports a “safety-
first vaccination policy” and recommends 
that “parents with questions or concerns 
about a particular vaccination should dis-
cuss it with their child’s doctor”. The cen-
tre’s website tells that research into a pos-
sible link between the MMR vaccine and au-
tism is ongoing. Studies include the analy-
sis of childhood vaccinations and regressive 
autism in rhesus macaques. 
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Don’t you get it? 
They are after your 
brains! They want to 
slice them up and an-
alyse them with their
  fancy microscopes!

Don’t take him for
serious. He’S one of 

those “transgenics”. 
Some schizophrenia 
gene, I suppose...

One fine day in the lab... by Leonid Schneider


