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National Ethics Advisory Committee meeting minutes

4 March 2014
Present 

Victoria Hinson (Chair) 

Julian Crane

Fiona Imlach Gunasekara

Adriana Gunder (QSM)

Maureen Holdaway

Wayne Miles

Neil Pickering 

Andrew Hall

Nola Dangen

Robert Logan

Apologies

Jacob Te Kurapa

Martin Wilkinson
Secretariat in attendance

Beverley Braybrook

Emma Doust
Stella Li
Guests in attendance

Helen Colebrook, Manager Ethics Committees (3.00pm to 4.00pm)
Welcome and introductions

1. The Chair welcomed members to the meeting.  
Monitoring of HDECs
2. Helen Colebrook provided an update on the current work to improve processes and monitor Health and Disability Ethics Committees (HDECs).  
3. Helen noted the workload of HDECs with 44 meetings planned for 2014.  Applying the previous timing measures for a relevant comparison between previous and current processes, full applications are going through HDECs quicker (41 days versus 65 days previously), but expedited applications are taking longer. This is because expedited applications used to be handled by the Chair alone; current standard operating procedures state that two reviewers are required. 

Database upgrade

4. A new package of software, to address current bugs in the system, is currently undergoing user acceptance testing. The member portal is also being overhauled and the interface improved. It is expected that the enhancements will go live on 16 April. There will be training of staff and Chairs, along with accompanying risk documentation and user manuals.

Monitoring

Surveys

5. The stakeholder and member surveys were released on 28 February, with a closing date of 31 March. It is hoped that the results from the surveys can feed into further enhancements to the forms researchers use and help prioritise training needs for committee members and less-experienced researchers. It will also help the HDEC Secretariat work out what areas require more attention/support. 
6. NEAC asked whether non-government organisations will have the opportunity to comment on current processes. Helen stated that the surveys are only going to those who have actually used the system. 

Dummy applications

7. The Ministry has decided to use existing applications that have already gone through the HDEC approval process, rather than develop fake applications, to assess the quality of HDEC review. This is because it is too resource-intensive to create fake applications; significant work would have to go into developing supporting documentation like protocols and investigator brochures in order to present a complete fake application. 
8. It is unlikely that the researchers would agree to attend a further three meetings to speak to their application.  Although researchers are all offered the opportunity to take part in the meeting relating to their application, not all choose to do so, so this is not an unusual situation.  
9. The Ministry would like the NEAC HDEC monitoring subcommittee to look at the applications to identify the important ethical issues that HDECs should be recognising.  The dummy applications exercise will also be useful for measuring the quality of HDEC decision-making, for example, looking at whether their decisions are consistent, or understanding why different decisions may be made by different HDECs.  

10. The Ministry is considering whether to also run this exercise for expedited applications.

11. NEAC pointed out some issues with using existing applications:

· a committee member may have already seen the application because they sat on the committee that originally considered it
· committee members, including chairs, may have discussed the applications with one another
· it may seem odd that the researchers will not be attending the committee meeting; the current expectation is that the researchers do attend.

12. Dummy applications will not proceed until May at the earliest. It will depend on the number of real applications on HDEC agendas.

Action: 

· Secretariat to work with Helen Colebrook to develop a proposal for the dummy applications work.

· Subcommittee to discuss proposal and associated issues with the Ministry in May 2014.

Training

13. Training will take place once the current appointment process for HDEC members is completed. NEAC would be welcome to promote their guidelines at the training.

Other ways of monitoring

14. NEAC members asked whether ‘unofficial’ data, such as the number and length of calls, could be used to monitor how well the HDEC system is working. Helen indicated that due to resourcing constraints their focus is on business as usual rather than introducing new quality improvement measures.  Helen noted that the number of calls on scope of HDEC review has been tailing off, suggesting that researchers now had a better idea of what is within the HDECs scope.

Relationship between HDECs, HRCEC and NEAC

15. NEAC and Helen discussed the extent to which HDEC members understood the role of the Health Research Council (HRC) Ethics Committee, in particular their role to consider and make decisions on any appeals by applicants on HDEC decisions to decline, suspend or cancel approval. Helen confirmed that HDEC members do understand this role but appeals are very infrequent. HDECs submit an annual report to the HRC.  Helen was invited and attended an HRC Ethics Committee last year; she saw this as an opportunity for a free and frank discussion.
16. Helen talked about HDEC members’ interest in a closer working relationship with NEAC, including providing advice on application of guidelines and attendance at their meetings.  NEAC noted that the primary audience for its guidelines were researchers not HDECs.  Members suggested that the confusion around NEAC’s role may suggest a gap in current processes.  
Action: 

· Secretariat to keep a log of issues to feed into NEAC’s 2015 review of the guidelines.
NEAC’s involvement in the HDEC monitoring project

17. Helen is happy for NEAC to have a joint role in the project and would particularly value NEAC’s input in the dummy applications exercise and training. 

18. NEAC needs to have a discussion about whether it wants to progress any further monitoring work. In any future work, it would be important to maintain the independence of NEAC. 
Action: 

· NEAC to discuss any further HDEC monitoring work at its June 2014 meeting. 

Annual report

19. NEAC is satisfied with the text of the draft annual report. One member noted the importance of clearly reflecting the role of NEAC, which is to change the way things are done. 

20. The terms of reference to be included in the annual report will be the most current terms, with a note to say that they were amended in December 2013. 

Action:

· Secretariat to finalise text describing work of the Ministry of Social Development and Ministry of Health.

· Secretariat to provide final draft to Minister of Health.

Next NEAC meeting 

21. The next NEAC meeting will be held on 1 April 2014.

Minutes confirmed as a true and accurate record.

Chair :
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Date: 1 April 2014

