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Former Researcher at Chapel Hill Will Retract 
Papers After Federal Finding of Spurious Data

By SAM KEAN

Washington

The federal government
has barred a former 
professor at the 
University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill 
from receiving federal 
research grants for five 
years, after investigators 
uncovered eight 
published papers with 
what they called 
"falsified" data.

The professor, Steven
Anthony Leadon, had previously 
retracted two prominent papers 
published in Science, and he will 
retract three additional articles, 
published in other journals, under 
the terms of a settlement announced 
on Thursday by the federal Office 
of Research Integrity, which is part 
of the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services.

The settlement, reached after five
years of investigation, stipulates a 
harsher penalty than the usual 
three-year ban on receiving federal 
grants. "Dr. Leadon went beyond 
the norm in terms of the time frame 
and the scope" of misconduct, 
explained John E. Dahlberg, 
director of the research office's 
division of investigative oversight.

Mr. Leadon, a former professor of
radiation oncology, studied how 
DNA is damaged and repairs itself 
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in cells, and his work had 
applications in breast-cancer 
research and Cockayne's syndrome, 
an inherited disease that causes 
premature aging and extreme 
sensitivity to sunlight.

"His work was considered very
exciting and important," said Mr. 
Dahlberg. "He was the only person 
in the world who could do it. He was 
involved in a lot of collaborative 
projects."

However, Mr. Leadon was under
investigation at the University of 
North Carolina as early as 2001. And 
in 2003 and 2005 he retracted papers 
in Science on which he was a co-author.

In a written statement, Mr. Leadon said, "I did not engage in
scientific misconduct -- an error was discovered in the 
experimental protocol."

He declined two requests from The Chronicle to elaborate on the
nature of the error. He said he had agreed to the settlement 
because of "the huge legal costs to fight with a government 
agency about this."

Mr. Leadon resigned his post at the University of North Carolina
in 2003 and is no longer involved in scientific research.


