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terms the energy loss per millimetre-is much greater for
pions, at the end of their path, than for x rays. As conse-
quence of the high linear energy transfer the biological
effect, for the same radiation dose, is about twice as great
with negative pions as with x rays, and as a further benefit
the linear energy transfer for negative pions is, until the
end of their path, much the same as for x rays. Consequently
the possibility of radiation damage to healthy tissues tra-
versed on the way to the tumour is further reduced, since
the biological effectiveness of radiation absorbed in this
region is only about half as great as for the high linear
energy transfer radiation delivered to the tumour. Thirdly,
it is likely that particles (such as negative pions) with a
high linear energy transfer will be more effective in dealing
with the hypoxic cells which are present in many tumours
and are about three times as resistant to radiation as fully
oxygenated cells.

For these reasons it seems that negative pions will be
able to deliver radiation more satisfactorily than traditional
radiotherapy to a tumour and that this radiation will be
biologically more effective. Unfortunately there is no pion
source in the world with enough output to test these
predictions, though the Los Alamos r-Meson Production
Facility now being built will give a negative pion dose rate
of 100 rad/min, which is adequate for radiotherapy. But
the clinical merits of treatment with negative pions are
still uncertain despite the attractive theoretical possibilities.
Sharper localization of the delivered radiation dose is of
limited value because the size and location of the tumour
can seldom be accurately estimated and because tumours
are seldom of regular shape but often project into other
tissues. Experimental studies' indicate that better definition
of the treated volume will probably be of only marginal
advantage in clinical practice. The other advantages of
negative pions may be more easily assessed, since some of
them are shared by fast neutrons, which also have a high
linear energy transfer and should, on theoretical grounds,
be more effective than x rays in dealing with hypoxic
cells. Within the next five years these prospects should
be capable of critical appraisal as a result of the neutron
radiotherapy studies now in progress at Harnmersmith,
Manchester, and Glasgow. If neutron radiotherapy proves
to have real clinical advantages, further consideration should
be given to the construction of a machine for negative pion
treatment. But the cost of such a project would need to
be weighed against current needs in other areas of cancer
research and treatment.
1 Bond, V. P., American3ournal of Roentgenology, 1971, 111, 9.

Clinical Judgement
The Government has not yet announced whether the
Parliamentary Commissioner's scope of inquiry will be en-
larged to include complaints about the hospital service,
though this was the recommendation of the House of
Commons Select Committee which reported last week.'
Both the B.M.A. and the Joint Consultants Committee have
made representations against the proposal, but Sir Alan
Marre, who succeeded Sir Edmund Compton in April this
year as Commissioner, seemed unperturbed by these
medical objections when giving evidence to the committee.
The committee stated the problem clearly. "With a

complaint about the failure of the ambulance to arrive or

the squalid condition of the casualty department, no
doctor is going to object to the Commissioner giving a
ruling. The difficulty arises when a patient dies because he
is treated in a certain way and people believe if he had been
treated in another way he might have survived." Sir Alan's
answer to that problem was that he hoped to have "a
distinguished panel" available, which would decide whether
the doctor's action in the particular case was something
that a reasonable doctor might have done.

This is the wrong answer. If a patient or his relatives
believe that he has suffered because of a doctor's error of
clinical judgement, there is a remerdy available in the
courts, which will apply long-established principles of the
law of neerligence. The Parliamentary Commissioner's
jurisdiction does not extend to any action for which there
is a remedy at law. Surely the test that should be applied
is whether the complaint arises from the exercise of clinical
judgement? If it does, then an assessment of the reason-
ableness of that judgement is a matter for the courts.

1Second Report from the Select Committee on the Parliamentary
Commissioner for Administration. London, H.M.S.O. 1971, price
80p.

The Future for Manic-
depressives
An average practice list of 2,000 people contains anything
from 20 to 200 manic-depressives who will one day have a
serious breakdown. Among these are the people who will
at some time kill themselves if the doctor does not treat them
when that time comes, for the bulk of successful suicides
are manic-depressives. The correct management of such
patients may be life saving. Other manic-depressive illnesses
produce a crop of family or community problems-shop-
lifting, traffic offences, marital breakdowns, periods of heavy
drinking, failure at university, even infanticide. These all
demand special management apart from the use of anti-
depressant drugs or electric convulsion therapy and quite
possibly inpatient psychiatric care. For the recovered manic-
depressive there is then a further set of questions: what about
marriage, or having another child, or renewing the driving
licence, or getting on the permanent staff? What is the
prognosis?

In spite of the name most manic-depressive people have
only attacks of depression, and these attacks are often years
apart. Only a few individuals have attacks of mania, either
alone or sometimes paired with a depressive attack before
or after. The most characteristic feature of these depressions
is how they contrast with the patient's\ normal life and
personality, how the cheerful activity of years is replaced
by an all-pervading flatness or sadness, with loss of ability
to enjoy or to get interested in anything, impaired power of
concentration, inability to do a full day's work (sometimes
any at all), worry over health, disturbed sleep with early
morning waking, and the other signs of an endogenous
depression. This phase usually lasts weeks or even months
without much change, is only temporarily if at all lifted by
human warmth or environmental change, but ends spon-
taneously or by the action of tricyclic antidepressants or
E.C.T. Thereafter the patient is again cheerful and active,
possibly for many years, when eventually another attack may
strike. Often the patient can think of no reason for de-
pression. Sometimes, too, some other member of the family
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