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As a neurologist, each day I'm confronted with a complex set of challenges ranging from treating patients who suffer from chronic pain to those living with conditions like Alzheimer's, multiple sclerosis and Parkinson's disease. Perhaps most challenging of all is working with a patient to establish a treatment regimen that works best for his unique needs. That's why I am concerned about legislation currently being considered in Connecticut that would limit my ability to learn about cutting edge medical developments -- the sort of information I must rely upon when prescribing my patients the best treatment available.

Among other things, these discouraging legislative measures seek to inhibit physicians like me from receiving educational information about the medicines we choose to prescribe, limit the kinds of continuing medical education programs we attend and restrict certain kinds of important research we do to benefit patients.

Patients these days are increasingly sophisticated, often arriving at my office armed with a wealth of information they found online, in a magazine or newspaper. I encourage this -- patients owe it to themselves to be educated and involved in the treatment options available to them as we develop a plan of care together.

But the truth is Google can only teach you so much about neurology. At the end of the day, patients are relying on me to be the expert. They rightly expect me to know about all of the treatment options available, including risk/benefit analysis and side effects. One way to get the information I need about treatment options is from those who make the medicines -- pharmaceutical companies. 

This only makes sense. Medical scientists working with these companies have often invested decades in researching and testing a single therapeutic agent; the information they can provide is invaluable -- to me and, ultimately, to my patients. Physicians do not meet with drug companies to get a free pen or turkey sandwich; it's about learning more about a disease, benefits and risks of medicines, clinical practice guidelines and new treatment options. The proposed legislation would put burdensome restrictions on this kind of exchange, inadvertently cutting off an entire line of information needed by physicians.

Clearly, this legislation is both short-sighted and irresponsible.

As much as I focus on the individual needs of my patients, I also have a deep commitment to progress through continued medical education and clinical research trials. Both are critical to delivering the most advanced medical treatment and procedures available in the most sensitive and attentive manner possible. In fact, there are more than 2,600 clinical trials under way in Connecticut involving hundreds more physicians, academic institutions and hospitals. At my practice alone we have several groundbreaking studies, which offer hope to patients with disabling neurological illness. Unfortunately, the proposed legislation would restrict these activities, as well, simply because of the legitimate role played by pharmaceutical manufacturers.

Clinical trial research and continuing medical education are often funded in part by drug companies through grants. But this does not mean physicians devoted to patient care should stop contributing to these clinical studies or participating in educational courses. Unfortunately, that's just the sort of consequence this legislation may have.

Our medical care system is always changing, but there remains one constant -- the best interests of the patient. These proposed laws do nothing to help improve health care for patients in Connecticut.

Peter McAllister, M.D., is a neurologist in Fairfield. He is also the Northeast chairman of the Alliance for Patient Access. 

