The Honorable  Anthony J. Principi

Secretary of Veterans Affairs

Intellectual Property in the VA Conference

Washington, DC

April 12, 2001

*****

Dr. Murphy; Dr. Feussner; members of the University communities; representatives of other federal agencies; fellow VA employees, ladies and gentlemen.  Good morning, everyone. Thank you, Dr. Murphy, for that kind introduction. And thank you all for that warm reception.

The great scientist Sir Isaac Newton once said: “If I have seen further then others, it is only because I have stood on the shoulders of giants.”  Today’s VA researchers also stand on the shoulders of giants.

Many of you know the significant discoveries in which VA researchers have participated.

They have played key roles in developing the cardiac pacemaker; the Computer Assisted Tomography Scanner; the Seattle Foot; magnetic resonance imaging; and the nicotine patch.  The first liver transplant in the United States was performed at a VA medical facility, and VA researchers pioneered the first successful drug treatments for high blood pressure and schizophrenia.
It is an impressive level of achievement by any standard.  There is no question that VA is a world leader in medical science and health care research; and yet, most Americans do not know what our Department has done.

Why is this true? There are a number of reasons.  But the most compelling one is the hands-off policy we have adopted to the intellectual property our researchers have generated.

For many years, VA had no interest in establishing the ownership rights to the new technologies our researchers developed.  Others patented, marketed and licensed our inventions.

As a result, we have lost a great deal.

Our department has lost the opportunity to show America’s veterans, Congress, the news media and the general public the results of the funding VA has expended on research on behalf of veterans.

Our facilities and laboratories have lost the opportunity to benefit financially from discoveries that have taken place in their midst;

And important VA discoveries that did not capture the interest of a profit-driven private industry were never offered to the general public, even though they may have been beneficial to veterans and others.

This must not stand.  This will not stand.  

But, as Albert Einstein once said: “The significant problems we face today cannot be solved by the same level of thinking we were at when we created them.”  If we are to solve this problem, “we must think anew and act anew,” in Abraham Lincoln’s words.

From this day on, the Department of Veterans Affairs is going to get credit for the work our researchers have done, and are doing.

If that work results in financial gain, we are going to use that gain on behalf of the veterans we serve.

And we are going to own the work that has been done with funds that have been allocated to us for veterans.

What we are talking about is a matter of necessity, and of simple equity.  Put yourself in my place for a minute.  Remember that I am the person who is held accountable by the President, Congress and the American taxpayer for the funds VA receives to manage our many programs on behalf of veterans.

This year, In addition to the $350 million our Department received from Congress in appropriated funding for research, we are providing an additional $375 million from our medical care appropriation for research purposes. 

I am also required to account for another $500 million in grants we are receiving from federal and other agencies.  All together, our Department is responsible for the expenditure of a research program of more than one and a quarter billion dollars in Fiscal Year 2001 alone.

That is a large expenditure of money.  I need to justify how that money is spent.  How can I do so, if our breakthroughs are credited to someone else?  

How can I ask Congress for future funding if they are unaware of past successes?  

How can I convince veterans and their families that funds that could be used to provide them better medical care when they are hospitalized are better used for other purposes, if they do not know what those purposes are?

It cannot be done.  Unless I can show that our research program supports our core mission: to help America’s veterans.

More than one hundred and thirty five years ago, Abraham Lincoln directed Americans to care for those who have borne the battle, their widows, and their orphans.  Veterans are the reason VA exists—and if we can find a way to serve them better, that is what we will do.

Dr. Feussner’s new system will help us to serve veterans better.  Let me explain how it works, and why it will help veterans—and you, as well.

In our new technology transfer program, our department will take the lead in disseminating new discoveries and inventions made by VA researchers.  And we will do so aggressively.

We will rigorously evaluate all inventions, educate VA inventors about their rights and obligations, obtain patents, and help to bring new products to market.

We will provide all VA researchers with advice and support, not only relating to their research, but with legal, marketing and public relations help.

Where an innovation is produced cooperatively with our academic partners we expect joint ownership between VA and our affiliates.  

Please do not misunderstand me.  I value our relationship with our affiliated medical schools.  There is no question that VA and the veterans we serve have reaped enormous benefit from that partnership.  I want our mutually beneficial partnership to continue in a way that enhances our ability to provide quality healthcare to veterans.

Therefore, we have developed an inter-institutional agreement that will give universities unimpeded access and authority to patent and market the intellectual property in question on our behalf as well as theirs.  We expect that all our affiliates will sign this agreement.

This is a process that is already underway.  Many agreements have been signed with our medical school affiliates.  We have appointed a director for the Technology Transfer program.  She has made great strides in implementing this program.

And our Office of General Counsel, which has worked closely with Dr. Feussner and his staff on this entire project, has recently hired the first patent attorney in its history.

One of the most significant aspects of this process is the formula that has been developed to distribute the royalty stream that will result from licensing VA’s discoveries.

Under our formula, eighty-five percent of the revenues VA receives from new technology will be distributed between the laboratory the researcher works at; the facility associated with that laboratory, and the researcher himself or herself. 

And let me assure our researchers that we will be as generous in compensating you for your inventions as any technology transfer program anywhere, or more so, up to the limits the law allows.

This will have important benefits to VA, to taxpayers, and, most importantly, to veterans. 

Reinvesting resources in our research laboratories will help further the work of all 

of the researchers at those laboratories, and will allow for even more discoveries to be made.

Providing funding to facilities from licensing revenues will help us to provide better care for the veterans who use those facilities.

And the American taxpayer will benefit by being assured that any invention resulting from research they have paid for will be developed, manufactured, and distributed.

Our plan will make VA facilities exciting places to work intellectually.  Sharing revenues between facilities and laboratories encourages interaction between researchers and clinicians—and veterans.  Such interactions will improve the quality of our research work, and make it more applicable to the needs of our patients.

These interactions will help reduce the time it takes for veterans to benefit from our researchers’ discoveries.  It will increase the likelihood that what we do is of direct benefit to those who have served.

They will create a sense of excitement among clinicians at facilities, and allow them to practice cutting-edge medicine.

They will improve the satisfaction veterans have with their care, and will help make local communities proud of their VA facility.

And they will help us to maintain our reputation as an employer of choice, and to attract the best and brightest of the young clinicians and researchers in medical schools today—and those who will come tomorrow.

On a national level, this program will bring even more benefits.  When our Department markets our own discoveries, the rest of the world will learn of the high quality of VA research and VA researchers.

It will foster increased coordination and cooperation with other institutions dedicated to research, such as the National Institutes for Health and the Centers for Disease Control. 

And it will bring increased Congressional attention, both locally and nationally—attention that may result in increased funding.

I am fully supportive of this new program.  Dr. Feussner, I am on your team.  And  I know you are on mine.

Fifty-one years ago, in his State of the Union address for 1950, President Harry Truman said: "The human race has reached a turning point. Man has opened the secrets of nature and mastered new powers. If he uses them wisely, he can reach new heights of civilization. If he uses them foolishly, they may destroy him...Government has the responsibility to see that our country maintains its position in the advance of science."
President Truman then went on to recommend the establishment of the National Institutes for Health, an organization that has done much to open the secrets of nature; and one which has helped our nation, and our world, to reach new heights of civilization.

I believe VA research can help our country reach even greater heights of civilization.

I want VA to take its rightful place among the world’s great institutions devoted to research.

I want all of our research to be of benefit to America’s veterans;

I want VA to get its fair share of credit for the work of its employees;

I want all Americans to reap the full benefits of what VA research has accomplished;

And I want veterans who use our system for their health care to always receive the kind of care their service and sacrifices have entitled them to—the finest care available anywhere. 

This is a program whose bottom line is that it will improve the service our department provides to the veterans we serve.

We must all do everything we can to make it a success.  I need your help to make it happen.

If you are at a facility that has not yet signed an agreement with your medical school affiliate, complete that agreement soon.   If you represent an affiliate, help us to do so.

If you are a VA researcher, or one who shares time between VA and a university, I hope you will spread the word at your facilities and laboratories about what you have learned at this conference.  And that you will redouble your efforts on behalf of my fellow veterans.

And, one more thing.  When you are successful in your research—as I am sure many of you will be—your work will be published in a professional journal.  And you may have occasion to be quoted in newspapers and magazines about it.  

I fully expect you to insist that your VA affiliation be mentioned along with your University affiliation, and that you will do so in every possible instance.  It is vital to the success of VA research that we receive the credit we are entitled to.

It does not happen often that one of our own turns his or her back on our department.  But it does happen.

A few years ago, VA research determined that the current drug therapy used to treat HIV positive individuals did not eradicate the virus, although it reduced the viral load to nearly zero.  As you can imagine, this was big news.

The principal investigator, who was a full time VA employee, was interviewed by dozens of news sources—nearly all of which mentioned only our University affiliate.  We lost a great opportunity to show what VA research can do. 

Occasionally, reporters will ignore VA, deliberately or otherwise.  Just last month, on the 27th of March, Scientific American Frontiers on PBS did a story on advances in how spinal cord injured patients are being treated.  They showed film from one of our laboratories; but made no mention of our department.

I’m sure many of you know of similar instances.

It is not enough to mention your VA affiliation to a reporter along with your other credentials.  As a news source, you have leverage—and you have rights.  Be proud of your VA affiliation.  If the situation calls for it, do what you must to make sure that it is mentioned prominently.  

I know that Dr. Garthwaite and Dr. Feussner agree with me on this.

Remember that this is a department with a proud mission, and a proud heritage.

It is a department with some of the most committed and innovative workers in all of public service.

Thanks to you and other VA employees, veterans today live longer, healthier and better lives.

I am proud to stand in the ranks of an organization that adds to its legacy of achievement and service every day for the men and women whose military service made our freedom possible.

I know that VA employees have jobs that are not easy.  I know that you make hard decisions, under difficult conditions.  And that sometimes it seems that whenever there seems to be a light at the end of the tunnel, it turns out to be the headlight of an onrushing locomotive!

But I also know that a team of capable and dedicated people can achieve more than they ever thought possible when they work together.

Together, we can make a difference.  Together, we can take pride in the contribution we make towards improving and sustaining the lives of the veterans who turn to us for the benefits they earned in the service of our country.  Together, we can ensure that the title “VA employee” continues to be an honored one.

Dr. Martin Luther King once said:  “Whenever there is anything new there are new responsibilities.  As we think of the coming new world we must think of the challenge that we confront and the new responsibilities that stand before us.  We must prepare to live in a new world.”
Ladies and gentlemen, we at the Department of Veterans Affairs are now living in a new world. 

The technology transfer program you will discuss today and tomorrow will provide each of you with new responsibilities, and new challenges.

It also offers unparalleled opportunities: opportunities for personal and intellectual development; opportunities for team building and collaboration; even opportunities for financial gain; 

But most of all, it offers us the opportunity to improve the work we do for the men and women we have chosen to make it our life’s work to serve: America’s veterans and their families.

I welcome the new responsibilities I have been given as Secretary of Veterans Affairs.  I know that you welcome yours.  

God bless you, and thank you for everything you have done, are doing, and will do in the future, on behalf of America’s veterans.
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