
Pouring out pollutants

Acid air pollution
from cars increasing
Acid air pollution from cars has increased by
a third over the past four years, according to a
report from the government's monitoring
station. An estimated 19 million people in
Britain now live in areas in which nitrogen
dioxide concentrations exceed the safe limit
laid down by the European Community.
The survey, performed by Warren Spring

Laboratory for the Department of the En-
vironment, found that the increase in con-
centrations of nitrogen dioxide between 1986
and 1991 mirrored the increase in emissions
of nitrogen dioxide from motor vehicles over
the same period. Of the 363 sites surveyed,
107 had concentrations greater than 26 parts
per billion, the safe level set by the European
Community's directive on nitrogen dioxide
concentrations in ambient air.

Nitrogen dioxide is a respiratory irritant
and contributes one third of the acidity of
acid rain. It also contributes to ground level
ozone, a secondary pollutant produced by the
action of sunlight on exhaust fumes. Motor
vehicles are currently responsible for nearly
half of the nitrogen dioxide in air. -FIONA
GODLEE, BMJ

A Survey of Nitrogen Dioxide Concentrations in the
United Kingdom Using Diffusion Tubes:July to Decem-
ber 1991, by G W Campbell, J Cox, C E H Downing,
J R Stedman, and K Stevenson, is available from
Warren Spring Laboratory, Gunnels Wood Road,
Stevenage, Hertfordshire SG1 2BX, price £35.

GPs need guidelines
on culling records
A mother who made a complaint against her
general practitioner after finding that he had
destroyed the records of her pregnancy has
failed in her attempt to have the doctor held
to be in breach of his contract.

Barbara Thomas hoped that the records
would help her prove that her son's death at
the age of 5 was linked to the pesticide
lindane, which had been used to treat her
home for fleas during her pregnancy. Daniel
Thomas, who died in 1986, suffered from
charge syndrome, a term coined to describe
children born with multiple abnormalities.
Mrs Thomas, ofHam Street, near Ashford,

Kent, complained that her general prac-
titioner, Dr A C Burnett, had breached
paragraph 30(a) of general practitioners'
terms and conditions, which require doctors
to keep adequate records of the illnesses and
treatment of their patients. Kent Family
Practitioner Committee found in the doctor's
favour, and the secretary of state for health,
Virginia Bottomley, has now dismissed Mrs
Thomas's appeal. The case has highlighted
the lack of guidance for doctors in culling
records. No court has ever been asked to
consider what consitutes adequate records,
and the Department of Health produces no
guidelines for doctors.

General practitioners are under no obli-
gation to retain records for the purposes of
possible litigation, which, in the case of birth
damage, could be brought decades later. But
the defence societies advise doctors to retain
records for as long as possible. Dr Gerard
Panting of the Medical Protection Society
said: "We do not encourage doctors to cull
records at all. However, we recognise that for
practical purposes they may have to.
We think doctors should be aware of the
limitation periods for litigation."

Ian Kennedy, professor ofmedical law and
ethics at King's College, London, who pro-
duced an opinion forMrs Thomas's solicitors,
concluded: "The present position is clearly
less than satisfactory. At least for the future,
it would be most helpful if guidelines were
developed by responsible authorities which
would safeguard the interests of patients and
doctors alike and facilitate the continued
provision of good medical care." He added:
"The introduction of a formal system of
clinical audit may well need to be taken
account ofwhen consideration is given to this

issue. Arguably audit requires the fullest
possible data so as to allow judgments con-
cerning efficiency and competence to be
made."
Mrs Thomas hopes to bring a claim against

her local authority, which carried out the
pesticide treatment, if two test cases are
successful. Her legal adviser, Alan Care, of
solicitors Leigh, Day, and Company, said:
"Mrs Thomas has no complaint against her
GP, who is an excellent GP, very caring. She
wanted to know what the government is
going to do about medical records. It's all
been left very unresolved. It needs sorting
out for the benefit of doctors. -CLARE DYER,
legal correspondent, BMJ

Cutting pharmacy
costs but not access
A new report from the National Audit Office
(NAO) on community pharmacies advises
the Department of Health to encourage more
cost effective, larger volume pharmacies but
without compromising people's access to
them. It also suggests that the department
needs to obtain more accurate information on
drug prices paid by pharmacies.
The 9750 commercial pharmacies in

England-for many customers simply part of
the high street-dispense 360 million pres-
cription items a year for which the NHS pays
an average of £55 000 per outlet.
A study in Lancashire, commissioned by

the NAO, found that 78% of the population
lived within one kilometre of a pharmacist or
a dispensing doctor. The further that people
lived from the pharmacy the less likely they
were to be living in a deprived area. The
study found that the number of pharmacies
could be reduced by a quarter with a
saving in NHS costs of 8%-without access
to the service being compromised "signifi-
cantly."
The report says that it is essential that the

department ensures that as soon as possible
pharmacists take on a more active role in
health care, including advice on minor ail-
ments, as recommended in a recent working
party report which the government has
accepted (14 March, p 661). In this context
pharmacists themselves recognise their need
for further training. The NAO identifies as a
key factor the importance of a better working
relationship between pharmacists and
doctors. Nine out of 10 pharmacists surveyed
said that they had no formal meetings with
local general practitioners. -JOHN WARDEN,
parliamentary correspondent, BMJ

Community Pharmacies in England, National Audit
Office, HC30, is published by HMSO, price £7.80.

Correction
Increase in suicides among the young and elderly
An editorial error occurred in the sixth sentence of the
first paragraph of this article by Linda Beecham
(23 May, p 1332). It should read: "Every year one in
100 girls aged 15 to 19 attempts suicide."
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