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The MRC agreed to convene a CFS/ME Research Advisory Group (RAG) made up of individuals who were not active in the CFS/ME field, but had the relevant scientific expertise, to discuss the Chief Medical Officers (CMO) Independent Working Group report and make research recommendations to the MRC. In addition, and in keeping with the Nolan Principles, the members of the RAG made 'Specific Declarations of Interest' and these were published on the MRC's website and in the final report.

Neither the PACE (Pacing, Activity and Cognitive behaviour therapy: a randomised Evaluation) nor the FINE (Fatigue Intervention by Nurses Evaluation) trials will provide a cure for CFS/ME but that is not their purpose. The trials are intended to assess a number of possible treatments to see if they are beneficial to those suffering from CFS/ME and, if so, in what circumstances and for whom. There is a need for rigorous scientific review of such treatments in order to provide an evidence-base for clinical treatment of CFS/ME. This was identified in the report to the CMO and recognised by the RAG.

The FINE trial, funded by the MRC and due to begin this year, was subject to rigorous peer review to ensure that the methodology is robust The trial would not have been funded had it not met the highest standards. In addition, as with all MRC trials, it will be supervised by both an independent trial steering committee and a data monitoring and ethics committee.

The MRC does not directly commission research projects or earmark funds for particular research areas. Projects are normally funded on a competitive basis in response to proposals submitted across all areas of research relevant to human health. In addition, the MRC identifies priorities for medical research in a number of ways, including strategic reviews of specific areas of science and by responding to Department of Health priorities. The RAG for CFS/ME fits in to this process.

 One of the principles of good research is that it should proceed on all fronts, and explore all areas that are amenable for research. Scientists work to advance their particular area of research and seek support from the MRC. Funds are allocated by a process that requires investigators to submit proposals for rigorous peer review. The key factor in deciding whether a proposal is funded or not is the quality of the science and its potential contribution to human health.

 The MRC is entirely independent in its day-to-day research funding decisions, which already take account of both health needs and scientific vision and opportunity. As a matter of course, the MRC uses its own assessment criteria to reach such decisions, which are published on its website.

The MRC issued a notice highlighting CFS/ME as a current strategic priority. Thanks to the interest generated by this notice we are aware of seven new research applications currently under development, two of which are for clinical trials.

