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A few years ago genital herpes was a hot
topic, but it seems to have faded from public
concern—though it remains very common.
Some unfortunate people have more than
six attacks a year. This recurrence rate was
cut substantially by treatment for a year with
famciclovir in a placebo controlled trial in
455 patients (JAMA 1998;280:887-92). The
time to first recurrence was seven weeks in
the placebo group and seven months in the
patients taking the active drug.

The search is on for a better test of tubercu-
losis infection than the traditional tuberculin
skin test, which has important limitations.
Researchers from Melbourne tested the
performance of a new ã interferon blood
test and found that it was fast and accurate
with a sensitivity of 90% and a specificity of
98% (International Journal of Tuberculosis and
Lung Disease 1998;113:1175-7). The assay
can be performed on a single blood sample,
avoids patients being injected with foreign
protein, and is not influenced by observer
error.

A meta-analysis of 12 randomised control-
led trials confirms what many doctors have
long suspected: that prescribing antibiotics
to children with upper respiratory tract
infections is a waste of time and money
(Archives of Diseases in Childhood 1998;79:
225-30). Coughs and colds usually get better
without intervention, and antibiotics do not
make this happen any quicker or prevent
complications.

Flock workers’ lung is a new form of intersti-
tial lung disease reported in eight workers at
a flocking plant in Rhode Island, in the
United States (Annals of Internal Medicine
1998;129:261-72). The tenacious occupa-
tional health team that discovered it
suspected that nylon fibre dust was the
cause, but instead of being applauded they
found themselves in the middle of a long
running and bitter conflict between com-
mercial interest and the workers’ right to
know. As usual, the only winners were the
lawyers.

Almost all postmortem examinations done
on patients from one American intensive
care unit found new diagnoses that would
have been clinically relevant in life (Critical
Care Medicine 1998;26:1332-6). New find-
ings included pulmonary embolus, myocar-
dial infarction, and aortic dissection. In a
third of cases even the cause of death
changed, though the primary diagnosis was
usually right. The authors of this retrospec-
tive review say that the surprise findings
might have made a difference to treatment
but not to final outcome.

Minerva was surprised to read that pilots
survive 95% of crash landings in small
aircraft (JAMA 1998;280:997-9). A case-
control study of 437 fatal crashes in
aeroplanes with fewer than 10 seats found,
predictably, that fire, explosion, and not
wearing a seat belt substantially reduced the
pilot’s chances of survival.

The Mayo Clinic employs 200 phlebotomists,
who collect blood from both inpatients and
outpatients; on average each of them takes
10 000 specimens a year (Mayo Clinic Proceed-
ings 1998;73:611-5). Concern about needle-
stick injuries has led to the introduction of
safety training and equipment such as one
handed recapping boxes. The result has been
a fall in the rate of needlestick injuries from
1.5/10 000 venepunctures to 0.2/10 000.

Sitting under a sky of grey clouds, Minerva is
not much concerned about damage to her
skin from solar ultraviolet radiation, but she
recognises that there is cause for concern. A
useful guide to the risk appears in the South-
ern Medical Journal (1998;91:619-23). In
middle latitudes such as mainland Europe
and the United States the intensity of
ultraviolet radiation is inversely propor-
tional to the length of a person’s shadow:
when the shadow is shorter than the person
he or she should find shade.

Campaigners should not become too
depressed by the apparent stagnation in the
fall in the prevalence of smoking, says a
report in the American Journal of Epidemiology
(1998;148:249-58). Around 42% of adult
Americans were smokers in 1965, a pro-
portion that fell to 25% in 1990 but has
shown little change since. The rate has risen
recently in teenagers, but it is still below the
peak reached in the 1960s. So long as fewer
teenagers smoke than their grandparents did
at the same age the trend will be downwards.

Surgeons who dabble in medical photogra-
phy might be interested in a few tips from
two expert amateurs on how to photograph
organs and tissues in a surgical field (British
Journal of Urology 1998;82:325-30): get rid of
dirty and bloodstained towels; use overhead
operating light as back or side lighting and
dim all the others; try to lift the organ of
interest away from the skin incision and
angle it towards the camera; finally, always
take a series of shots to make sure that at
least one will come out well.

Children needing long term ventilation can,
and should, be cared for at home says a UK
working party based at Great Ormond
Street Hospital for Children, London. Their

report in Thorax (1998;53:762-7) guides
health professionals through the fraught
process of discharging these children from
intensive care units and establishing a safe,
supported environment at home. To suc-
ceed start planning early, share all decisions
with the family, and appoint a team
coordinator to orchestrate the process.

Middle aged men and women whose weight
goes up and down are more likely to fracture
a hip than similarly aged men and women
with stable weight (Osteoporosis International
1998;8:373-8). A study of nearly 40 000
middle aged Norwegians followed up for
over 11 years found that weight variability
was an independent risk factor for hip frac-
ture in both sexes. The investigators can’t
explain the association, but warn that it may
not be strictly causal.

A 79 year old woman with bilateral sclerotic lens
opacities underwent cataract surgery with lens
implantation on the left eye. She subsequently
painted the same flower twice, after viewing the
flower with each eye in turn. The two paintings
illustrate how the transmission of short wavelength
light differed between the two eyes. The absorption of
blue light by the lens increases with age and is
accelerated by the development of nuclear sclerosis.
An intra ocular lens implant, however, absorbs very
little near ultraviolet light (UV-A) giving rise to a
heightened perception of blue and violet colours.
Carolyn Cates, senior house officer, Anthony Moore,
consultant, Department of Ophthalmology,
Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge.

Submissions for this page should include signed
consent to publication from the patient.
Please use the consent form available from our
website http://www.bmj.com/collections/
informed_consent/draft_f.shtml

Views & reviews

958 BMJ VOLUME 317 3 OCTOBER 1998 www.bmj.com

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.317.7163.958 on 3 O
ctober 1998. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://www.bmj.com/

