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Conflict of Interest for Editor:
Sweet and Sad Choices

We look before and after,

And pine for what is not:

Our sincerest laughter

With some pain is fraught;

Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.

“To a skylark” by Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822)

On June 4, 2009, | was elected Dean of the University of
Split School of Medicine, to take office at October 1, 2009.
Since the University of Split School of Medicine is one of
the 4 owners of the Croatian Medical Journal (CMJ), | have
found myself in an awkward position of becoming the
owner of the journal | edit. To resolve this conflict of inter-
est, | will take a leave of absence from the position of the
editor during my service as the dean. The following is the
story of how | came to make both a sweet and a sad deci-
sion after 17 years of my editorial life.

THE FOUNDERS

My dream as an academic was to create in Croatia a good
journal which would present the medical research in the
region. This dream came true with the start of the war in
1991 (1). As | was active researcher in immunology at the
time, my initial idea was to help create a journal but, to
my surprise, nobody wanted to be its editor. The dean at
that time, Prof. Mate Grani¢, talked me into taking the posi-
tion and promised to take care of the finances, and | talked
him into joining as the co-editor. Prof. Grani¢ soon went
into politics to become the vice-president of the Croatian
government, did not have time to take care of the jour-
nal finances, and stepped down after a year (2). The journal
survived in the middle of the war and continued its growth
with the support and dedication of many colleagues in the
country and abroad (1).

THE EDITORS
In 1994, upon the wise insisting of the CMJ’s Editorial

Board member Prof. Eduard Klain, Prof. Ana Marusic be-
came the co-editor in chief (3) and brought prosper-
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ity to the journal in its every aspect. As a volunteer copy-
editor, desk-top editor, field worker (1991 was the time
of war), peace-worker, anatomist, and co-editor, she took
over the international relations of the journal and turned it
into a respected international publication. Some called the
CMJ"Marusi¢'s Publishing”to poke fun at the husband and
wife working as co-editors (plus my brother Josko Marusi¢,
the artist who made our first cover design and our Christ-
mas cards, ref. 4), forgetting that our work was, and still is,
fully volunteer.

THE OWNERS

The CMJ used an author-helpful policy to build up a critical
mass of researchers with skills in responsible research, data
presentation, and research communication in Croatia and
other emerging and developing countries (5-7). The jour-
nal became the door for them to join the global scientific
community and the window for the global science to see
good research from the so called “scientific periphery” (8).

The CMJ was started as a volunteer effort of a group of aca-
demics, without any framework for its official functioning.
Learning from the experiences of editors of large and in-
fluential journals who lost their editorial positions defend-
ing editorial independence (3), we constructed the legal
framework of the journal, naming all 4 medical schools in
Croatia as the CMJ's owners and ensuring the indepen-
dence of the journal (9). The choice of medical schools for
journal owners was logical because the journal’s primary
function was, and has remained, that of education and
training in the academic and research community (5,6).

OWNERS AND EDITORS

During the last 2 years, we have informed the readers about
our efforts to protect editorial freedom in the CMJ against
the leadership of the Zagreb University School of Medicine,
which tried to discredit both the journal and its editors and
change the legal framework of the journal to abolish edi-
torial independence and introduce control of the journal
by the deans (3,10-12). The conflict with the Zagreb School
of Medicine had its origin in our persistence in practicing
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international publication and research integrity standards
(13), and culminated when the journal investigated possi-
ble duplicate publications by Prof. Asim Kurjak after allega-
tions of his repeated plagiarism in the British Medical Jour-
nal (14). The leadership of Zagreb Medical School tried to
present the CMJ as a low-quality journal with questionable
editorial practices and dishonest editors, but this was not
supported by other medical schools (3,15). The interna-
tional scientific community demonstrated strong support
for our work and the principle of editorial integrity (12,15-
17). Contrary to the opinion of some of our colleagues that
it would have been best to keep everything quiet, our view
was that readers, authors, and the public have the right to
know about all aspects of journal’s work. This transparen-
cy helped the journal to steer safely out of threats to its
integrity and high publication standards. For us as editors
turned whistleblowers, the fairness came not from the col-
leagues in our academic and medical community but from
the responsible government bodies, judiciary system, and
human rights organizations (18).

THE DEAN

After successfully defending the editorial independence
and the integrity of the CMJ (18), we decided that it would
be better to channel our energy into creative work rather
than into continual defense of our personal and profes-
sional integrity. We accepted a 3-year old offer from the
University of Split School of Medicine to move there and
help them in their strife to mature into a modern and pres-
tigious school. I was invited to run for Dean and I am happy
to say that my colleagues in Split recognized my contri-
bution to the Medical School in the last several decades
(19,20) and gave me their votes. The last few months were
exciting for me and worth telling a long and thrilling story,
but I will just say how | see the future of medical education
in the acronym of my home town:

Students and
Professors:
Learning and
Innovating

Together.

THE FAREWELL

As a dean, | will represent one of the owners of the CMJ.
This is a conflict of interest that cannot be just declared,
it needs my reclusion from any editorial decision mak-
ing in the journal. During my work as the Dean, | will

CM)

surely vest interest in the journal and | am aware that | will
always have a positive “conflict” of interest in promoting
high publishing standards in the CMJ. However, | take it
as my obligation to put the interest of the journal before
other possible personal or institutional interests and ben-
efits. | am confident that the current editorial office and the
editorial board will continue their excellent job. They have
been doing so far anyway and my major contribution was
signing all rejection letters (now at 80% of the submitted
manuscripts).

THE WELCOME

Changes are always chances for further improvement,
even if it is such a small change as this one. The CMJ start-
ed this year with a new design (5), continues now with
new/old editor, and will close the year with many exciting
articles. For the CMJ to grow and continue to be a fresh,
stimulating, and innovative journal, it needs new people
and new ideas in the exciting new world of communica-
tion. | am a fossil from typewriters’age and | call upon new
generations. If you think you can contribute and have ideas
how we answer the communication needs of the scien-
tific community come and help the CMJ: show your face,
digg, reddit, even twitter! And — welcome to Split; you may
be surprised by the exceptional quality of its teachers and
their ideas, and you may count on their cooperation and
friendship.

References

1 Marusic M. First meeting of the World Association of Croatian
Physicians. Croat Med J. 1992;33:150-2.

2 Marusic M. The first year. Croat Med J. 1993;34:3-4.

3 Marusic M, Marusic A. Discussing the future of the journal.
Croat Med J. 2008;49:158-60. Med|ine: 18461669 doi:10.3325/
cmj.2008.2.158

4 Marusic A. Morphology: bodies, genes, journals. Croat Med J.
2009;50:1-3. Medline:19260137 doi:10.3325/cmj.2009.50.1

5  Marusic M, Marusic A. Good editorial practice: editors as educators.
Croat Med J. 2001;42:113-20. Medline:11259730

6  Marusic A, Marusic M. Teaching students how to read and
write science: a mandatory course on scientific research and
communication in medicine. Acad Med. 2003;78:1235-9.
Medline:14660423 doi:10.1097/00001888-200312000-00007

7  Marusic M, Misak A, Kljakovic-Gaspic M, Fister K, Hren D,
Marusic A. Producing a scientific journal in a small scientific
community: an author-helpful policy. Int Microbiol. 2004;7:143-7.
Medline:15248164

8  Marusic A, Misak A, Kljakovic-Gaspic M, Marusic M. Educatione ad

excelentiam - ten years of the Croatian Medical Journal. Croat Med

www.cmj.hr

343



344

EDITORIAL

10

1Al

12

13

14

J.2002;43:1-7. Medline:11828550

Marusic M, Bosnjak D, Rulic-Hren S, Marusic A. Legal regulation of
the Croatian Medical Journal: model for small academic journals.
Croat Med J. 2003;44:663-73. Medline:14652877

Marusic M, Marusic A. Threats to the integrity of the Croatian
Medical Journal. Croat Med J. 2007;48:779-85. Medline: 18074411
doi:10.3325/cmj.2007.6.779

Marusic M, Marusic A. Threats to the integrity of the Croatian
Medical Journal: an update. Croat Med J. 2008;49:8-11.
doi:10.3325/cm;j.2008.1.8

Marusic M. Richard Horton, editor of The Lancet visits Croatia to
support the Croatian Medical Journal. Croat Med J. 2008;49:422.
Medline:18581622 doi:10.3325/cmj.2008.3.422

Petrovecki M, Scheetz MD. Croatian Medical Journal introduces
culture, control, and the study of research integrity. Croat Med J.
2001;42:7-13. Medline:11172649

Chalmers I. Role of systematic reviews in detecting plagiarism:
case of Asim Kurjak. BMJ. 2006;333:594-6. Medline:16974016
doi:10.1136/bm;j.38968.611296.F7

www.cmj.hr

20

Croat Med J. 2009; 50: 342-4

Hoey J. Crisis at the Croatian Medical Journal: considering
a proposal for its destruction. Croat Med J. 2008;49:161-3.
Medline:18461670 doi:10.3325/cm;j.2008.2.161

Vogel G. Scientific publishing. Croatian editors fight with
medical school over journal’s fate. Science. 2008;320:304-5.
Medline:18420907 doi:10.1126/science.320.5874.304a

Sibbald B, Flegel K, Hebert PC, Kale R, Stanbrook MB, MacDonald N.
Integrity at the Croatian Medical Journal. CMAJ. 2008;178:1637-40.

Medline: 18474545

Skaricic N. Human rights organisation condemns university’s
attempt to discredit one of its staff. BMJ. 2009;338:b2455.
Medline:19528113 doi:10.1136/bmj.b2455

Marusic M. War and medical education in Croatia. Acad Med.
1994;69:111-3. Medline:8311870 doi:10.1097/00001888-
199402000-00005

Marusic M. On the advancement of science in developing
countries: an example of seventy Croatian young scientists

educated in Germany and USA. Croat Med J. 1996;37:273-82.



