
 

 

 

 
 September 28, 2010 

 

Via Electronic Transmission 

 

The Honorable Eric K. Shinseki 

Secretary 

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 

810 Vermont Avenue, NW 

Washington, DC 20420 

 

Dear Secretary Shinseki: 

 

 As a senior member of the United States Senate and the Ranking Member of the 

Committee on Finance (Committee), I have a duty under the Constitution to conduct 

oversight into the actions of executive branch agencies, including the activities of the 

United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA/Agency).  In this capacity, I must 

ensure that VA, as the primary federal agency responsible for the health care of veterans, 

properly fulfills its mission to “provide veterans with world-class benefits and services” 

and makes responsible use of the public funding provided to accomplish this task.  

 

 For the last several years I have worked to achieve public disclosure of financial 

relationships between physicians and the drug, device, and biologic industries.  

Beginning in the summer 2008, I began releasing information to demonstrate that 

universities were not managing their professors’ financial conflicts of interest and that 

change was needed at the NIH.  Specifically, I found:  

 

 The Chair of the Psychiatry Department at Emory University failed to report 

hundreds of thousands of dollars in payments from a pharmaceutical company 

while researching that same company’s drugs with an NIH grant.  The Health and 

Human Services Office of Inspector General (HHS OIG) is now investigating the 

matter.  

 

 The Chair of the Psychiatry Department at Stanford University received an NIH 

grant to study a drug, while partially owning a company that was seeking FDA 

approval of said drug.  He was later removed from the grant.  

 

 Three psychiatrists at Harvard University failed to report almost a million dollars 

each in outside income while heading up several NIH grants.  Harvard plans to 

release a report on the matter.  
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 Today, I am writing to you regarding information that I received related to Dr. 

Stephen L. Ondra, who was appointed by President Obama as the Senior Policy Advisor 

for Health Affairs for the VA on May 10, 2009.  Prior to joining the VA, Dr. Ondra 

served on the Veterans Affairs group in the Obama-Biden Presidential Transition Team, 

as well as, on the Obama-Biden Campaign Health Policy and Veteran’s Policy 

committees.  Dr. Ondra also chaired the Scientific Advisory Board for the Defense Spinal 

Cord and Column Injury Project for the Department of Defense and served on the Centers 

for Medicare and Medicaid Services’ Medical Coverage Advisory Committee.  (See 

Attachment A) 

 

 In addition, according to the information obtained by my Committee staff, 

Medtronic paid Dr. Ondra for consulting services and speaking engagements, as well as, 

millions in royalty payments, while he was Director of Spine Surgery at Northwestern 

University.  In total, Medtronic paid Dr. Ondra almost $4 million over the two year 

period immediately prior to his becoming part of the Obama Administration.  Dr. Ondra 

was also the principal investigator or active participant on six recent studies focusing on 

the spine.  Each of these studies was funded by Medtronic Sofamor Danek.
1
  

  

            As President-elect, President Obama released what was known as the Obama-

Biden Plan, which stated that the new Administration would “Free the Executive Branch 

from Special Interest Influence.”  Specifically, “No political appointees in the Obama-

Biden administration will be permitted to work on regulations or contracts directly and 

substantially related to their prior employer for two years.”
2
  

 

 While Dr. Ondra was not an employee of Medtronic, he acted as an agent of the 

company when promoting and speaking about medical devices on its behalf.  Dr. Ondra’s 

relationship with Medtronic not only benefited him financially while he was practicing 

medicine and representing Northwestern University, but it also appears to have been a 

factor in getting him the position as Senior Policy Advisor for Health Affairs at the VA.   

 

 I suggest that is the case based upon an email sent by the Chairman of the Board, 

President and Chief Executive Officer of Medtronic, William Hawkins, III to Medtronic 

Senior Vice President and head of the spinal and biologics unit, Steve La Neve, on 

January 16, 2009.  In that email, Mr. Hawkins said: 

 
I spoke this afternoon with Dr. Casscells, current Assistant Secretary of 

Defense for Health Affairs, regarding the process by which we might 

recommend a candidate to replace him in the new administration.  I have 

known Dr. Casscells for many years and was comfortable in approaching 

him on this topic.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Biographical Sketch of Stephen L. Ondra www.feinberg.northwestern.edu/.../Ondra%20Biosketch.doc 

2
 The Obama-Biden Plan, available at http://change.gov/agenda/ethics_agenda. 

http://www.feinberg.northwestern.edu/.../Ondra%20Biosketch.doc
http://change.gov/agenda/ethics_agenda
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He welcomed my call and indicated that recommendations from CEOs 

were very important.  Dr. Casscells indicated that the decision to replace 

him would be made by Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates, and the 

President of the United States.  Dr. Casscells suggested that I write a 

letter to Secretary Gates recommending Steve Ondra.  Dr. Casscells 

knows of Dr. Ondra.  In fact, he is planning to have coffee with him next 

week.
3 (See Attachment B) 

 

Mr. Hawkins then instructed Mr. La Neve to draft the letter to Secretary Gates.  

 

 Secretary Shinseki, the public has the right to know whether or not Dr. Ondra’s 

policy advice and decisions at the VA are vulnerable to potential conflicts of financial 

interest.  Again, I recognize that Dr. Ondra was not an employee of Medtronic per se, but 

his relationship with Medtronic is unambiguous and substantial.  It is also apparent that 

as a result of his relationship with Medtronic, Dr. Ondra was able to penetrate the 

political establishment at its highest level to obtain a senior position at the VA.  

Interestingly, a document provided to me in response to document production in another 

matter went so far as to identify possible Administration positions for which he might 

qualify. (See Attachment C)  Thus, in the interest of transparency and accountability, I 

would appreciate the VA’s response to the following questions.  When preparing 

responses, please restate the question and follow with the responsive information. 

 

1) Prior to his appointment as VA’s Senior Policy Advisor for Health Affairs, what 

was disclosed to the Agency regarding Dr. Ondra’s financial interests over the last 

five years?  Please provide documentation of these disclosures.  

 

2) Please provide all emails between Dr. Ondra and Medtronic from March 2009 to 

the present.  This request includes all emails by and between Dr. Ondra and 

Medtronic from March 2009 to the present for both Dr. Ondra’s VA and private 

accounts, including his Comcast account.  

  

3) In his position as Senior Policy Advisor for Health Affairs, does Dr. Ondra have 

any contact with Medtronic?  If so, what is his level of interaction with the 

company and how is that interaction managed, if at all? 

 

4) Is and/or has Dr. Ondra been recused from issues related to Medtronic and spine 

treatments?  If so, please provide documentation. 

 

5) Please describe in detail the VA’s policies and protocols related to conflicts of 

interest and the management of conflicts for its highest level employees, like Dr. 

Ondra. 

 

6) Please provide Dr. Ondra’s conflict of interest/financial disclosure forms from 

2009 to the present.  
  
 
 

                                                 
3
 Email message from William Hawkins to Steve La Neve on January 16, 2009. 
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 Thank you for your attention and assistance on this matter.  I would appreciate 

your response to my questions by no later than October 13, 2010.  Should you have any 

questions regarding this letter, please do not hesitate to contact Angela Choy at (202) 

224-4515.  Any formal correspondence should be sent electronically in PDF searchable 

format to Brian_Downey@finance-rep.senate.gov.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

                               
               Charles E. Grassley 

           Ranking Member  

 

Attachments 
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