
884

Only two national medical asso-
ciations have so far come out
unequivocally in support of the
military action being taken by
the United States and its allies to
try to root out terrorism. 

Israeli doctors “of course
support the US and British led
coalition against it [terrorism],”
said Dr Yoram Blachar, chair-
man of the Israel Medical Asso-
ciation, and Dr Warren Jones,
president of the American Acad-
emy of Family Physicians, said
that although the academy did
not have an “official” position 
on the war, “We support our
nation’s elected leaders and any
decisions they make.” 

Inquiries by BMJ correspon-
dents suggest that many medical
organisations have decided to
remain silent for the present.
Others have come out with care-
fully worded statements express-
ing sympathy for the victims of
the 11 September attacks and
calling for humanitarian aid and
a measured response. 

The medical organisation
that spoke out most vociferously
against the actions of the United
States and its allies last week 
was Medécins Sans Frontières
(MSF). The organisation bitterly
resented the fact that food
parcels were being dropped at
the same time as bombs.

Artsen Zonder Grenzen,
MSF’s Dutch branch, said, for
example, that the organisation
was “extremely angry” that
“humanitarian” aid had been
linked to military actions. Marcel
van Soest, its director of opera-
tions, spoke out against dropping
food aid at the same time as car-
rying out military air strikes,
arguing that this had destroyed
the independence essential for
humanitarian aid. Obscuring the
neutral image of international
aid would make the work of MSF
more dangerous and complicat-
ed in future. The code of behav-
iour in such crises emphasises
that humanitarian aid should not
serve any political or religious
goals nor be an instrument of
any government. 

A spokeswoman said that it
might become more difficult to
work in Afghanistan as the pop-
ulation may distrust aid workers
if “a bomb comes out of one

plane and a food parcel the
next.” Air drops of food were
also, MSF argued, a last option
as there was no guarantee that
food would get into the hands of
the most needy people, and col-
lection was dangerous as
Afghanistan was heavily mined. 

Medical organisations that
have unequivocally condemned
the military strikes are Medact,
the United Kingdom based
group of health professionals (13
October, p 823), and the German
section of International Physi-
cians for the Prevention of
Nuclear War. The organisation’s
board condemned the attacks
because, it claimed, they would
lead to a spiral of terror. Instead it
requested a United Nations cam-
paign against terrorism.

Horst-Eberhard Richter, a
member of the organisation and
director of the Sigmund Freud
Institute in Frankfurt, warned
the Americans that the enemy
would even gain strength if it
was attacked with the wrong
forces.

A medical organisation that
has not come down on one side
or the other is the Canadian
Medical Association. In its jour-
nal this week it carried an editor-
ial saying: “The enemy that
‘hides in shadows’ is more than
this terrorist cell or that. It is

more than one hostile regime or
another. With all due respect to
President Bush, this is not ‘a dif-
ferent enemy than we have ever
faced’, and to speak in terms of
ultimate good and evil is to
ready ourselves to slide into a
reductive extremism of our own.

“Unfortunately, the enemy is
the human propensity to let rea-
son be subverted and to allow
conviction to assume pathologic
dimensions. Lodged in our psy-
ches, it is an enemy we will never
eradicate. We can only strive to
hold it at bay by ensuring the pre-
conditions of peace, precondi-
tions that include health and
education, and understanding of
human history and aspirations,
and global equities of power and
prosperity.” 

An Afghan doctor who lives
in Saskatchewan and is a 
member of the Afghan Social
Democrat Party called on West-
ern nations in a recent newspa-
per article to end their military
actions. Rahmat Ishaqzay, a fami-
ly physician in Prince Albert,
condemned the 11 September
attacks on the United States but
was troubled by the US response.
He said that Afghans would not
allow foreign military powers to
control their country and that
Afghans themselves should be
allowed to rid their country of
the Taliban and terrorists.

Reporting by Fred Charatan (Unit-
ed States), Tony Sheldon (Nether-
lands), Judy Siegel-Itzkovich (Israel),
David Spurgeon (Canada), and
Annette Tuffs (Germany).

Doctors divided in their attitude to
military strikes on Afghganistan
Annabel Ferriman BMJ
141, 348, 278 

News

In brief

UK announces pilot schemes
for sending NHS patients
abroad: Health authorities and
primary care trusts in
Portsmouth, East Kent, and West
Sussex/East Surrey are to send
groups of patients to other
European Union countries for
treatment to test out the
Department of Health’s new
policy of sending patients
abroad. The announcement
follows a European Court of
Justice ruling in July, which said
that patients had the right to be
treated abroad if they faced
unreasonable delays at home. 

Suicide is leading cause of
death in young Chinese
women: Suicide is the leading
cause of death among Chinese
women aged 20-34, the World
Health Organization said
recently. Rural women are more
likely than urban Chinese
women to commit suicide, and in
1999 China was the only country
where more women than men
killed themselves.

NHS plans the “world’s biggest
university”: The prospectus for
the NHS University, which will
provide courses for the one
million staff in the NHS, was
published this week. The NHS
University, launched by the
prime minister Tony Blair, is
expected to be the largest
university in the world for
training and educating staff. The
prospectus is available online at
www.doh.gov.uk/nhsuniversity 

Netherlands votes in favour 
of therapeutic cloning: Dutch
MPs have voted to amend the
Netherlands embryo bill to allow
the possibility of creating
embryos specifically for the
purposes of scientific research.
Scientists will be allowed to
create embryos either through in
vitro fertilisation techniques or
by cell nuclear transfer (cloning). 

Numbers waiting for a kidney
transplant in the United States
reach record levels: More than
50 000 people in the United
States are now waiting for a
kidney transplant—the highest
ever recorded—the United
Network for Organ Sharing
reported last week. The problem
is a lack of available organs. 

An Afghan child emerges from a bomb shelter in Kabul
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