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Facial transplantation should not
be performed until more
research is done on the proce-
dure and the risks that go with it,
says an expert group of surgeons
from England.

The advice, from a working
party from the Royal College of
Surgeons of England, has been
issued after concern from the
charity Changing Faces that spec-
ulation in the press earlier this
year about the possibility of facial
transplants has been unrealistic.

The college and the British
Association of Plastic Surgeons
were also concerned that sensa-
tionalist newspaper coverage
and a “media hunt” for the

world’s first patient to have had a
facial transplantation could
upset any such patient and his or
her family.

In response to the charity’s
concerns, the college formed an
expert group to examine the
proposed procedure. The report
that has resulted urges caution
in experimenting with the pro-
cedure because of the need to
take into account the psycholog-
ical impact of such surgery, the
long term effects of immuno-
suppression, and the ethics of
facial transplantation.

Concern has also been
expressed that surgeons will not
be able to obtain acceptable and
valid consent from patients
because of the uncertainties
about the risks and benefits of a
procedure that remains highly
experimental.

There have been no proce-
dures like facial transplants,
which are also called composite
tissue allotransplantations, per-
formed in the United Kingdom
to date. However, since the first

hand transplantation was carried
out in France in 1998 there have
been 20 more hand transplant
operations, nine abdominal wall
transplantations, a laryngeal
transplantation, and a tongue
transplantation around the
world.

In its conclusion the report
says: “The working party
believes that until there is
further research and the
prospect of better control of
these complications it would be
unwise to proceed with human
facial transplantations. Equally
this conclusion does not under-
estimate the suffering of those
patients who might be tempted
by the prospect of facial trans-
plantation.”

Facial Transplantation. Working Party
Report. November 2003 is accessible at
the Royal College of Surgeons of
England’s website (www.rcseng.ac.uk).
The college invites comments on its
report (to be emailed to communica-
tions@rcseng.ac.uk by the end of
February 2004).
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People with mental health prob-
lems in London are being admit-
ted to hospital unnecessarily,
because haphazard and uncoor-
dinated community services are
unable to cope, says an indepen-
dent health service watchdog.

The growth in community
mental health services, which
help people stay out of hospital,
has been too slow in the capital,
a new report released this week
by the King’s Fund, an indepen-
dent health research body, says.

Inadequate community ser-
vices—together with high case-
loads and a shortage of some
types of service, such as crisis
resolution teams—mean that
London’s mental health hospital
beds were occupied 97% of the
time in 2000-1, the report says.

London sees twice as many
compulsory admissions under
the Mental Health Act as many
other NHS regions in England,
according to the report, and the
number of low and medium
secure beds in the capital has
doubled since 1997, when the
fund conducted its last inquiry.

The pressures on hospital
services have led to wards
becoming “frightening places,”
say people who use mental
health services in the capital.

Janice Robinson, co-author
of the report, said: “It’s clear that
progress just isn’t fast enough,
and many of the problems and
challenges identified in our 1997
inquiry persist, despite efforts to
address them. It also seems that
too much emphasis on associa-
tions between mental illness and
dangerousness has meant that

much of the early investment of
extra money has been concen-
trated on secure services, poten-
tially at the expense of more
community services that can
ease pressure on already over-
burdened hospital wards.”

One of the reasons that com-
munity services are underdevel-
oped is that much of the money
allocated to improving mental
health services in London is
poorly tracked and never finds
its way to the front line, says the
report.

In 1999 the government allo-
cated an extra £700m ($1.2bn;
€1.0bn) to improving mental
health services in London. But
while overall spending in the
NHS had increased by 28%
from 1997, spending on mental
health services in London rose
by just 14% in the same period.

The report calls for a
London-wide mental health
plan to help the capital’s 31
primary care trusts and its local
authority housing departments
and social services work
together better.

London’s State of Mind: King’s Fund
Mental Health Inquiry 2003 is avail-
able at www.kingsfund.org.uk/
publications or can be ordered from
the King’s Fund (tel +44 20 7307
2591), price £20 (£10 for voluntary
organisations).
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Government consults on over
the counter statins: A public
consultation document published
by the Medicines and Healthcare
Products Regulatory Agency this
week proposes that statins should
be made available over the
counter at pharmacies within the
next 6 to 12 months. See
www.mhra.gov.uk

Europe launches a €12m project
on obesity: The European
Commission has launched a five
year, €11.7m (£8.1m; $13.7m)
programme to examine the
treatment of obesity, one of the
main causes of diabetes.

Kennedy to chair group on
sudden infant death: The Royal
Colleges of Pathologists and of
Paediatrics and Child Health
have established a joint working
group, chaired by Helena
Kennedy QC, to consider the
investigation of sudden death in
infancy. It follows several high
profile cases of women who were
charged but eventually acquitted
of murdering their children.

SARS vaccine moves a step
closer: Scientists at the University
of Hong Kong expect to start
testing a candidate SARS vaccine
by the end of this year. Research
at the university’s Pasteur
Research Centre is focusing on
the development of a sub-unit
vaccine against SARS.

German smoker loses case: A
German court has rejected an
appeal by 56 year old chain
smoker Wolfgang Heine for
€213 000 (£148 000; $250 000)
compensation from the tobacco
firm Reemtsma. Heine, who has
had two strokes, two heart
attacks, and kidney failure,
claimed that the firm did not
display warnings of health risks
and addiction despite the fact
that they were well known by
1984.

The studentBMJ wins award: For
the second year running the
studentBMJ (www.sbmj.com) has
been awarded the “student
magazine of the year” award at
the Guardian student media
awards. According to the judges,
it had the best ideas, great writing,
and articles that you really
wanted to read. Janice Robinson: “Progress just

isn’t fast enough”

 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.327.7425.1184-a on 20 N
ovem

ber 2003. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://www.bmj.com/

