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GE – Bringing Bad Things to Life:
Cradle to Grave Health Care and the Alliance between General Electric Medical Systems and New York-Presbyterian Hospital

Introduction

Health care has become increasingly corporatized in the United States, a phenomenon which has contributed to decreased access to care for the 45 million uninsured (and the millions more who are under-insured). Academic medical centers, where much of the nation’s health-related research is conducted and where new physicians and nurses are trained, have increasingly entered into corporate partnerships. These joint ventures promote secrecy in research (in order to turn out more patentable, i.e., profitable, medications and medical devices) and sometimes link educational institutions with companies possessing poor environmental and labor-relations records, and whose corporate practices have often harmed, rather than benefited, the public’s health.

The Agreement

Such is the case with the recent partnership between New York-Presbyterian Hospital (the organization that resulted from the merger of the hospitals of Cornell and Columbia Universities, and one of the largest academic medical conglomerates in the country) and General Electric (GE) Medical Systems, a medical products and services business with revenues of approximately $9 billion.

New York-Presbyterian, one of the dominant health care providers (and educators) in the state (indeed the nation), will spend a reported $500 million over 10 years on products and services from GE Medical Systems.1 In exchange for purported discounts on medical supplies and the promise of enhanced technological standardization and simplification, New York-Presbyterian will no longer buy from competing vendors.1 Aside from the possibility of GE’s financial incentives to not necessarily give disinterested advice regarding technology purchases, there are now increased incentives for the hospital to promote the use of expensive, high-technology (read “highly reimbursable”) care, which may not necessarily be indicated, for its paying patients, while at the same time cutting basic services to those unable to afford them.1 Ironically, this occurs in the setting of academic medical centers increasingly recruiting wealthy foreigners and opening luxury primary care practices, ventures fraught with scientific and ethical problems.
,

The General Electric Empire
GE Medical Systems is a subsidiary of General Electric (GE), the world’s largest company by market share.
 In 2003, GE had revenues of $134.2 billion, greater than the GDP of more than 2/3 of the member states of the United Nations.4, 
 In 2003, it’s net after-tax profits were $15.6 billion.4,5
GE is best known for its household appliances, lighting and medical equipment, plastics, and water treatment systems. It also produces jet engines and other military hardware; has built 91 nuclear power plants in 11 countries; operates coal-burning power plants, which release mercury, a neurological and reproductive toxin; operates a financial services group; and owns a $43 billion media empire including NBC, CNBC, MSNBC, Telemundo, and Universal Studios, among others.4,
,
 It recently has been awarded an increasingly costly series of reconstruction contracts in Iraq and Afghanistan, and was number one in campaign contributions, among companies awarded such contracts, from 1990 to 2002.5
GE’s Sordid History

It is tragically ironic that this partnership links the medical center with the subsidiary of a company possessing an abysmal record of practices harmful to the public’s health.6 For instance, GE conducted unethical human irradiation experiments from the 1940s to the 1960s. 7 In one such experiment, sixty four inmates at a prison in Walla Walla, Washington had their scrotums and testes irradiated to determine the effects of radiation on human reproductive organs.7 While the inmates were warned about the risks of sterility and radiation burns, they were not apprised of the increased risk of testicular cancer. Other tests were conducted on the elderly and hospitalized patients. GE also intentionally released excessive radiation from its Hanford reactor in the 1980s, in order to see how far it would travel.4,7 Such radiation may have contributed to a reported increase in hypothyroidism, thyroid cancer, and spontaneous abortions in the Pacific Northwest,
,
 although such links are controversial.
,

GE’s Environmental Record

With 78 Superfund sites nationwide (13 in NY), GE is America’s largest corporate polluter.7,
,
 Between 1947 and 1977, two of its capacitor manufacturing plants dumped 1.3 million pounds of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) into the Hudson River.7,12,
 PCBs cause cancer in laboratory animals, are categorized as probable human carcinogens by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA); they also adversely affect the liver, kidney, nervous, and reproductive organs. In 1983, the EPA classified 200 miles of the river as a Superfund site under the Superfund law, which authorizes the agency to order polluters to clean up their contamination. GE has also been fined for contaminating groundwater in California, Florida, Kentucky, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Puerto Rico.7 GE has spent millions of dollars to resist these court- and federal agency-ordered cleanups, including the Hudson cleanup, which is estimated to cost between $450 million and $500 million.7,12,14
Influence Peddling

GE spent over $31 million dollars lobbying Congress, federal agencies, and the Executive Office of the President in 2001 and 2002.5 Many members of GE’s Board of Directors have government ties. The company has, through its cadre of high-powered lobbyists in Washington, DC, attempted to undo its Superfund liabilities, and has even challenged the constitutionality of the Superfund law.12 It has also contributed heavily to corporate front groups, such as Citizens for a Sound Economy, which promulgate an anti- (and pseudo-) scientific agenda and conduct media disinformation campaigns in an attempt to weaken health and environmental standards and regulations.
,

GE and Labor

GE has eliminated 150,000 US jobs in the last 15 years.
 Over the same period, it received billions of dollars in federal contracts and millions more in tax subsidies from state and local governments.12 GE was one of the 15 U.S. companies that outsourced the most U.S. service jobs between 2001 and 2003.
 Until 2001, GE was run by “Neutron” Jack Welch, who made it a matter of principle to lay off 10% of his workers per year.4 Welch is also infamous for misleading government officials and the public about the dangers of PCBs, claiming at a 1998 shareholder meeting, “PCBs do not pose adverse health risks.”7
GE is not known for its diversity among top management. While women, African-Americans, Latinos and Asians make up 40% of GE’s domestic workforce, just 6.4% of its corporate officers are women (compared with an average of 11.9% for all Fortune 500 compnaies), and only one of the 20 businesses that provide GE’s earnings is headed by someone who is not white.
 GE has sponsored the Professional Golfers’ Association Masters Tournament at the Augusta National Golf Club, which bars women from membership.
 GE Chief Executive Officer Jeffrey Immelt (2005 salary = $7.66. million)
 is a member of this exclusive, discriminatory club.

Human Rights Watch has cited GE for “systematic workers’ rights violations” in the U.S. and abroad.
 From 1990-2001, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration cited GE for 858 workplace violations; at least 98 posed substantial probability of death or serious harm. GE’s pension plan for its regular employees continues to be under-funded, despite extremely generous compensation packages for executives.
 GE continues to shift health care costs onto its workers, despite growing profits.
GE and Fraud

GE topped the 2002 Project on Government Oversight’s list of repeat offenders for defrauding US taxpayers, with 63 instances of actual or alleged misconduct (including environmental violations, governmental and consumer fraud, workplace safety violations, and employment discrimination) since 1990, resulting in more than $982 million in fines, judgments and out-of-court settlements.5,7 Its financial division was fined $100 million for unfair debt collection practices and bankruptcy court malfeasance.7 In the 1990s, GE was involved in so many cases of government fraud that the Pentagon’s Defense Contract Management Agency created a special investigations office specifically for the company.5
GE’s Media Manipulation

GE’s heavy media ownership allows it to fashion the news to promote the company’s “brining good things to life” message, while ignoring its harmful practices. Its Patient Channel, shown in hospital rooms throughout the country, has been criticized as an advertising vehicle for drug companies.
 While GE seeks to expand Patient Channel viewership to more than 1,000 hospitals by the end of the year, the station was recently banned by Catholic Healthcare West, which operates 51 hospitals in California, Nevada and Arizona, and it has been criticized by the Joint Commission of Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations, the body which sets health quality standards for hospitals, for manipulative marketing practices.25 
Conclusions

Given the breadth and depth of the harms to human health, the environment, and its own workers resulting from GE’s shameful legacy of corporate malfeasance, New York-Presbyterian should reconsider the partnership agreement. It is abhorrent to imagine GE profiting from New York-Presbyterian Hospital requiring that a patient’s developmental anomaly or environmentally-induced cancer (a result of exposure to GE toxins) be diagnosed by a GE scanner and treated with GE-manufactured therapeutic devices. This is a macabre twist on the concept of cradle-to-grave health care.

Recommendations

Health care providers and patients should lobby against this unholy alliance. Local and national medical and ethical organizations should also condemn the venture, and throw their collective intellectual and moral weight behind measures designed to de-corporatize medicine, particularly in academic institutions where the next generation of healers learns how to protect the public’s health and to provide just and equitable health care.
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