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In the not too distant past, Indian doctors suspected the ethical
principles of the country’s medical council, but they always
respected those of the World Medical Association (WMA).
After all, the WMA, formed on 18 September 1947—barely a
month after India gained independence—represented 27 national
medical associations, all of which were of solid repute.
Unfortunately, the WMA’s standing has fallen under a cloud
with the recent inauguration of Ketan Desai, an Indian urologist,
as its president. The organisation that produced the Declarations
of Helsinki and Tokyo now has at its helm an individual who
stands accused of involvement in a conspiracy in 2010, whereby
he accepted a bribe of Rs20m ($450 000; £690 00 at the time).1
Desai denies the charge. The Delhi High Court, however,
removed him from his post as president of the Medical Council
of India (MCI). The council was later dissolved by an order
from the president of India.2 This put an end to Desai’s
nomination as president of the WMA in 2010.
An investigation of Indian court records by Reuters news agency
and interviews with people involved in the cases showed that
criminal allegations are still pending against Desai in both New
Delhi and Lucknow.1

The question is why the WMA should accept someone with
serious criminal charges pending against him. Arthur Kaplan,
director of the division of medical ethics at NewYork University
Langone Medical Center, urged the WMA to look for another
leader: “The whole force of the WMA is its moral authority.
You can’t have a compromised leader, you just can’t . . . If you
push against torture, if you try to defend doctors in jeopardy
from totalitarian regimes, if you try to speak up about getting
more care for the poor, people will just point towards your
president and say: ‘Why should we care? You have a leader
who is morally suspect.’”1

The IndianMedical Association (IMA), of which Desai was the
president from 2001 to 2002, asked the WMA to lift the
suspension of his inauguration as theWMApresident, claiming
that the charges against him had been withdrawn.1

TheWMA accordingly voted to lift the suspension in 2013 and
to decide on a date when Desai could take office as president.
K K Aggarwal, the IMA’s secretary general and an official
adviser on the medical ethics committee of theWMA, has gone
on record to say that “there are no corruption charges against
[Desai] as of now.”1Queries to theWMA have elicited a similar
response. “To our knowledge, all charges against him have been
dismissed,” a WMA spokesperson told Calcutta’s Telegraph
newspaper.3

And yet, on 24 October 2016, Reuters reported: “A court
document dated Aug 3 shows Desai submitted an application
to seek an exemption from a personal appearance in court that
day due to an illness. The next hearing is scheduled for Nov
4.”4

In 2016 a committee appointed by India’s parliament to look
into theMCI’s functioning, while referring to corruption within
it, noted: “Such states of affairs are also symptomatic of the rot
within and point to a deep systemic malaise. Otherwise how
could it happen that the MCI, which has laid down elaborate
duties and responsibilities of the ‘physician’ under the MCI
Code of Ethics Regulations, 2002, could have at its very top a
person who was arrested on charges of corruption in 2010.”5

Under such circumstances, it is difficult for us to comprehend
why the WMA has chosen to proceed with its appointment of
Ketan Desai. Furthermore, we remain puzzled on three counts.
Firstly, the WMA seemingly did not find it necessary to
approach the courts where cases have been filed against Desai
but instead relied on information supplied by Aggarwal. Had it
done so, it would have discovered that what Aggarwal was
saying was incorrect.
Secondly, according to the WMA’s charter, “TheWMA serves
as a clearing house for ethics information resources for its
members and cooperates with academic institutions and global
organisations concerned with ethical matters.”6 So why did the
WMA not consult institutions working on medical ethics in
India on this matter? The association had four years to have
made such inquiries but does not seem to have done so.
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Thirdly, to our knowledge the constituent bodies of the WMA,
including the British, American, Canadian, and Australian
medical associations, havemade no inquiries of their own. These
agencies have ample resources in India to seek out facts.
We believe that organisations such as the WMA, while acting
democratically in choosing their leaders, should set the bar very
high on ethical standards. In this case, by electing as its leader
a man facing serious criminal charges, the WMA has arguably
lowered it. Under normal circumstances, if an Indian colleague
was elected to a prestigious international body we would have
felt a sense of pride. But we speak for many of our compatriots,
especially those who are bravely fighting corrupt practices in
Indian healthcare, when we say that instead of feeling proud we
feel disappointed and seek answers.
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