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problems occur. Often victims are not brought to hospital for
many hours so death is common. Another problem we
encountered in the military hospital was a new experience for
us: five cases of lymphogranuloma venereum and two of
chancroid. Apparently all had contracted the diseases while
on the same military exercise.
One day of the course was set aside for a visit to a remote

village to vaccinate the young against measles and tuberculosis,
both causes of considerable morbidity and mortality. Two hours
in a naval boat took us to Santa Clara, a riverside settlement of
about 500 people. Houses on stilts with roofs thatched with
palm leaves made the existence look idyllic. Many houses had a
veranda, and under the shade of these we came across several
natives swinging gently to and fro in hammocks. The village
was divided into sections, and a group of us went to each section
with a vacuum flask of cooled vaccine. The number, ages, and
names of the children in each household were recorded before
vaccinations were given. Later, truants were rounded up and

immunised at the posta. This completed, those prepared to risk
Ancylostoma duodenale cooled off in the muddy river.
The jungle with its incredible variety of flora and fauna was

the most fascinating area of Peru. We could only stare in dis-
belief at the myriad species of flowers, fruits, birds, and
butterflies.
On returning from Peru, our feelings were of sadness at

leaving such a fascinating country. We had made many friends
and were shown kindness and helpfulness everywhere. It was
an invaluable experience both sociologically and medically, and
the problems we encountered contrasted vividly with those of
the NHS.

This account would be incomplete without expressing sincere thanks to
the following, without whom this elective and research would not have
been possible: Dowager Countess Eleanor Peel Trust; the Trustees of
St Thomas's Hospital; British Petroleum Ltd; St John's College, Cambridge;
and Caius College, Cambridge.

Iff1 Was Forced to Cut

General practitioner

BY A SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT
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"My attitude to working in general practice has changed
considerably in the past 10 years, and one unintended result of
this change is that I now spend much less NHS money."
Dr Primus, a general practitioner working in the South of
England, made this intriguing statement as we began our
conversation on what financial cuts might mean to general
practitioners.
Almost half of the patients presenting to general practitioners

have no clearly defined physical or psychological illness, thinks
Dr Primus. A doctor can manage these patients in many
different ways: he may search for organic causes by means of
investigation; he may infer emotional problems and prescribe
psychotropic drugs; he may search for psychological problems
and start psychotherapy; or he may follow his own unique
patterns of management. Dr Primus suspects that whatever is
done most of these patients will get better and that it is often
unnecessary to prescribe anything. There is much evidence to
support this idea. Marsh' by cutting his prescribing for minor
illness reduced the number of items prescribed by 19%; he
estimated that if all doctors did the same the NHS would be
saved £lOm a month. Ryde2 thinks that a doctor's prescribing
costs are inversely proportional to his grasp of the problem and
his understanding of the patient.

"I'm sure that these patients without clearly defined illness
benefit from coming to the doctor," continued Dr Primus,
"but I don't think it matters too much what treatment they
receive. If we have a problem with some plumbing at home and
I tell my wife it's not worth worrying about and we don't need
to do anything, she won't be happy. But if the plumber comes
round and says the same thing then my wife is content." He
agrees with Balint that the doctor himself is the most important

Political measures

(1) Increase research into general practice

(2) Encourage general practitioners to think more about
what they do and how they might reduce their drug bill

(3) Consider taking cough mixtures, liniments, and other
non-essential drugs off prescription

Household measures

(1) Contain the system of consultant domiciliary visits

(2) Consider abandoning appointment systems

drug in the general practitioner's pharmacopoeia. But whereas
Balint saw those patients' problems in psychosocial terms,
Dr Primus thinks there is little to be gained from this approach.
"Every single one of us has those kinds of problems. Patients
can benefit from visiting the doctor without these problems
being turned up and talked about."

In Dr Primus's practice there is wide variation in the drug
bill of the individual doctors. Since he has changed his attitude
Dr Primus has prescribed much less. All the other doctors in
the practice prescribe three times as many antibiotics as he
does; two prescribe three times as many drugs for gastro-
intestinal problems; one prescribes twice as many psychotropics,
and another twice as many drugs for rheumatic problems.
There are clearly large savings to be made in drug costs and,
Dr Primus suspects, in the cost of investigations.
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General practitioners are slow, however, to change their
practice. Little careful research is done in general practice and
many new developments are introduced without being evaluated.
Vocational training, health centres, and practice teams have all
been introduced without any work showing that standards are
raised, morbidity and mortality reduced, and the service
improved. "Most of these changes are very expensive and their
value should be shown. Nobody knows what goes on in general
practice," summed up Dr Primus.

Running costs of practice

"I could run a practice with only a stethoscope and a roof over
my head. I'm not advocating such minimal conditions but
pointing out that receptionists, nurses, electrocardiographs,
typewriters, and such like are by no means essential." Dr
Primus's practice employs a practice manager, five receptionists
(most of them part time), and a nurse; a second nurse and a
health visitor are also attached to the practice. When Dr Primus
first started in practice many years ago he looked after exactly
the same number of patients as now but without any ancillary
helpers apart from the district nurse. Of course, he says, people
will say that the work load has increased, but he thinks that
much of the increase may be due to the doctors themselves: by
enlarging the capacity for treatment they have created more
illness.
The senior receptionist keeps the accounts and regards it

very much as her role to save money-the doctors have complete
confidence in her. Because the doctors have to meet the surgery
costs they are all "eagle-eyed" to prevent waste-lights and
heating are always switched off, and people are not careless with
equipment. Dr Primus does wonder, however, if disposables
are as essential as in hospital practice. "Infection is not a
serious problem in general practice. We don't have much need
to be obsessive about aseptic techniques and I think we could
easily return to boiling up our syringes and scalpels. But then
it would be only a small saving."
The parsimony over surgery costs does not extend to pre-

scribing, for which the doctors bear no financial responsibility.
Each general practitioner receives information on his prescribing
costs, but Dr Primus wonders whether some interesting
thoughts might be provoked if each group of general practitioners
received a comparison of how much each individual doctor
spent on different categories of drugs. Few doctors under-

prescribe, and one doctor might usefully ask himself why he
prescribes four times as many antibiotics as one of his colleagues.

Limited prescribing suggests to Dr Primus not so much a
restriction of, for example, the kind of beta-blockers that can
be prescribed but rather removing things like cough linctuses
and liniments from prescription. "I don't take cough linctus
if I have a cough, nor do I rub on liniments for aches and
pains; so what is the logic in my prescribing these for others ?
I resist whenever I can, and I would find it easier to resist if
patients had to pay for such items."

"If stringent economies were forced on us, I think one of
the first things we would do would be to abandon the appoint-
ments system," adds Dr Primus. Running the appointments
system creates a considerable amount of work, and thus expense,
and the -rewards are doubtful. "Some patients prefer to come
and just wait knowing that they will see the doctor at that
surgery-and some deliberately choose practices without an
appointment system."

Domiciliary visits by consultants

I asked Dr Primus if he had experienced trouble having
patients admitted to hospital. "Never for medical, surgical, or
obstetric emergencies," he replied. "But waiting lists for non-
emergencies are getting larger and I blame this at least partly
on the increasing number of consultant domiciliary visits."
Originally, domiciliary visits were intended only for those who
could not possibly get to hospital, but now any patient is
entitled to a domiciliary visit. And if Dr Primus calls out a
consultant to see a patient then that -patient will be promptly
investigated and admitted if necessary. The alternative is to
wait weeks or months for an outpatient appointment, and then
the patient will have to wait longer still for an operation.
"Consequently I am under great pressure sometimes to call
out a consultant, who will come that afternoon if asked," says
Dr Primus. "This is clearly an uneconomic way for consultants
to use their time."
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Is a symptomless, painless massive haematuria an indication for immediate
cystoscopy ?

This is an extremely interesting problem in urological education.
As a student myself I well remember being taught that painless
haematuria should demand an emergency cystoscopy, but in practice
this is rarely if ever done. The reason is simply that in by far the
majority of cases the cause of the haematuria will be shown clearly,
either on intravenous pyelogram or on subsequent cystoscopy. The
quality of excretory urography today is such that a neoplasm in the
kidney or ureter is unlikely to be missed. Just occasionally bleeding
from nephritis may prove to be consistently from one kidney, or
even from a particular part of a kidney. Even so, it is unlikely that
surgery would be attempted unless the amount of bleeding from one
part of one kidney was exsanguinating the patient. In 30 years of
urological practice I have never seen a case of painless haematuria in
which the diagnosis could have been better made if an emergency
cystoscopy had been carried out during the haematuria.

Are eyes accepted from donors with long-standing myopia of moderate
degree ?

There is no reason why comeal grafting material should not be

taken from an eye which in life has suffered from a moderate degree
of myopia for many years. The maintenance of clarity in a corneal
graft is essentially concerned with the function of the comeal endo-
thelial cells, which pump excess fluid from the corneal stroma into
the anterior chamber of the eye. If the comeal endothelial cells are
present in adequate numbers and are healthy then the graft should
remain clear and free of oedema. The number of viable endothelial
cells decreases throughout life, and the rate of fallout is increased
in various degenerative conditions and after intraocular operations.
The endothelium may be somewhat unhealthy in cases of long-
standing degenerative myopia, particularly if complicated by
glaucoma, but this is not so with simple myopia. The cell count is
greater in younger patients, so that the more "long standing" is the
myopia the older the patient, and therefore the less the chance of
producing an ideal grafting result.

Inhalation of formaldehyde and xylol

The second reference to this Any Question (29 September, p 778) should
read: Porter, J A H, Lancet, 1975, 2, 603. The third reference (to cover
slipping) should read: Bush, C L, and Nelson, G E, Laboratory Medicine,
1977, 8, 16.
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