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Because serious diseases need serious 
treatments, we can never ascertain the natural 
course of conditions such as systemic lupus 
erythematosus (SLE). But an inception cohort 
of 382 patients newly diagnosed with SLE in 
Birmingham from 1989 onwards (Rheumatology 
2014, doi:10.1093/rheumatology/keu412) 
tells us a lot about the possible courses of this 
multifarious disease and its treatments. The 
overall standardised mortality of the cohort 
was 2.0, and infection (37.8%), cardiovascular 
disease (27%), and cancer (13.5%) were 
the top three causes. The drug treatments 
most associated with poor prognosis were 
corticosteroids and cyclophosphamide.

Health checks every five years for everyone 
aged 40-74 are one of the most contentious 
impositions on primary care in the NHS. 
Researchers identified 65 324 men and 75 032 
women who had received health checks using 
the Clinical Practice Research Datalink in England 
(Journal of Public Health 2014, doi:10.1093/
pubmed/fdu079). Of those identified as having 
a 10 year cardiovascular risk ≥20%, 18% of men 
and 21% of women were prescribed statins, and 
even fewer were prescribed drugs to lower blood 
pressure. Minerva thinks that this whole exercise 
needs a reality check.

A prospective cohort study of 39 577 people 
(59.6% women) recruited in Melbourne during 
1990-94 uses self reported alcohol intake to 
calculate the association between alcohol 
consumption and mortality over a lifetime 
(Journal of Public Health 2014, doi:10.1093/
pubmed/fdu082). Mortality is lower in those 
who keep within the recommended weekly limits 
compared with abstainers. For men, all cause 
mortality starts to climb steeply only after 80 g/
day, equivalent to about 70 units/week, whereas 
for women it starts to rise at about half that value.

A new study of unemployment and suicide 
across Europe (Journal of Epidemiology and 
Community Health 2014, doi:10.1136/jech-
2014-204602) examines the effect of the great 
recession that began in 2007. Its impact on 
suicide is not stronger than that of previous 
economic downturns, although it is strongly 
modified by different levels of unemployment 
protection. The models of benefit classed as 
“eastern” and “southern” afford the least 
protection against hardship, whereas those 
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The history of cancer epidemiology is full of 
detective stories about chimneysweeps and 
their scrotums, cigarettes and lungs, asbestos 
and mesothelioma. But sometimes it is just 
puzzling. Why is the incidence of oesophageal 
adenocarcinoma rising so quickly in men in 
high income countries (Gut 2014 doi:10.1136/
gutjnl-2014-308124)? Why are American men 
eight times more likely to get it than American 
women? Why, by contrast, is the incidence of 
squamous cell carcinoma of the oesophagus 
highest in South East and central Asia?

The association between hip fractures and 
mortality in elderly people with osteoporosis 
is well known and widely studied, but for some 
reason osteoporotic fractures of the pelvis 
have received little attention. A study of 110 
consecutive patients, aged over 60 years, with 
osteoporotic pelvic fractures admitted to the 
Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Gateshead, between 
July 2009 and March 2011 shows that in-hospital 
mortality rates in this patient group are similar 
to those seen for hip fractures (Age and Ageing 
2014, doi:10.1093/ageing/afu123).

“Never encourage the brass” declared 
Richard Strauss, who was a notable orchestral 
conductor as well as the composer of many 
works with seriously loud brass parts. All 
orchestral musicians are at risk of hearing 
damage, and in 2005, the Queensland 
Symphony Orchestra (Brisbane, Australia) 
introduced a comprehensive hearing 
conservation strategy. Its results are described 
in Annals of Occupational Hygiene (2014, 
doi:10.1093/annhyg/meu092). Minerva 
suggests a simpler strategy: ban all music 
written by or after Berlioz (1803-69).

Visitors to the wonderful city of Naples often 
seek respite from the adventure of crossing its 
roads by taking to the dark footways through 
the old city. But even there, as the tourist 
tries to find a safe corner in which to savour 
incomparable gelato, several motorcycles will 
emerge from some unlikely architectural orifice 
and roar and waggle through the perambulating 
throng. A new study (International Journal of 
Epidemiology 2014, doi:10.1093/ije/dyu209) 
examines the use of back protector devices on 
motorcycles and mopeds in Italy. Better to issue 
them to pedestrians, says Minerva.
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classed as “bismarckian” and “Scandinavian” 
offer the most, with the British (“Anglo-Saxon”) 
model falling in between. Across the whole 
time period studied, 1960-2010, better income 
protection during unemployment meant that 
suicide rates in men remained relatively stable.

If patients knew how little the drugs they were 
taking were likely to benefit them, would they 
bother to carry on? In type 2 diabetes, tight blood 
pressure control is probably only of value above 
a certain threshold of cardiovascular risk, as 
shown by the ADVANCE trial, among others. But an 
analysis of the ADVANCE data (Hypertension 2014, 
doi:10.1161/HYPERTENSIONAHA.114.04421) 
shows that even if you select the patients at 
highest risk, you would need to treat 200 for five 
years to prevent one adverse event.

A 55 year old man presented with recurrent 
epistaxis and no risk factors or family history. 
Examination showed extensive telangiectasia 
on his nasal septum (A), nasal polyp (B), and 
lateral nasal wall (C) in both nasal cavities and 
on his lips. Although epistaxis is common, 
hereditary haemorrhagic telangiectasia, 
or Rendu-Osler-Weber syndrome, is an 
uncommon cause with serious implications. 
This autosomal dominant condition is strongly 
associated with arteriovenous malformations 
(AVM) and aneurysms of the brain and lung. A 
computed tomography pulmonary angiogram 
showed a 2 cm left lower lobe AVM. He is 
awaiting embolisation and has been advised 
that he needs antibiotics for any dental work.
Adonye Banigo (a.banigo@doctors.org.uk), ear, nose, 
and throat registrar, Gillian MacDougall, ear, nose, and 
throat consultant, Ear, Nose, and Throat Department, 
Lauriston Building, Edinburgh EH3 9HA, UK 
Patient consent obtained.
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