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Well-woman Clinics-Yes or No? Oats and Coeliac Disease

SIR,-Five extremely frightened young wo-
men with perfectly normal breasts for their
age have attended my clinics this week-all
"picked up" at well-woman clinics and
squeezed into hospital clinics already burst-
ing at the seams. Presumably this occurs
throughout the country.

I am aware that preventive medicine has
been stressed as the first priority of the re-
organized Health Service, but I would be in-
terested to know how often preventive mea-
sures are critically evaluated. How often do
the authorities consider whether vast sums of
money are being spent on a preventive pro-
ject which is in fact preventing nothing?
Does one go on for ever on the assumption
that the original party manifesto must be
right-keep a straight bat and the runs will
eventually come? Hown many early cases of
carcinoma must be detected to make a pro-
ject economically viable in a poor country?
Is it, for instance, financially justifiable to
hold a clinic once a week in order to "pick
up" a patient with carcinoma once a year who
would probably have reached her general
practitioner anyway within a few weeks?
The irony is that if one tries to get an

extra doctor to fill a vital shortage in the
hospital service every possible objection is
raised, while there appear to be limitless re-
sources to staff these "fringe" clinics; nor
does there appear to be any check on the
clinical ability of those who staff them. Un-
less these clinics are run by experienced and
competent clinicians I would suggest that
they do far more harm than good and merely
succeed in causing endless anxiety among
healthy young women.

Were these clinics really established on the
recommendation of responsible doctors or on
the whim of bureaucrats to please the mass
media?-I am, etc.,

ROBIN BuRKITT
Ashford Hospital,
Ashford, Middlesex

Meniscectomy

SIR,-I would whole-heartedly endorse the
views expressed in your leading article (9
November, p. 309) on meniscectomy. Re-
moving a normal meniscus is not a harmless
procedure.

In the past it has not always been pos-
sible to avoid this. Clinical assessment, and
even an exploratory arthrotomy which ex-
poses only the anterior portion of half the
joint, may not prevent errors. In recent years,
however, arthroscopyl and arthrography2 of
the knee joint have become available and the
incidence of unnecessary meniscectomies
should begin to decline.

Greater accuracy in the diagnosis of knee
injuries is now possible, and, though clinical
judgement is still paramount, your article
has again shown that clinical judgement
alone is not enough.-I am, etc.,

MARTIN Lowy
Royal Northern Hospital,
London N.7

1 Jackson, R. W., and Abe, I., Yournal of Bone
and foint Surgery, 1972, 54, 310.

2 Nicholas, J. A., Freiberger, R. H., and Killoran,
P. J., Yournal of Bone and Yoint Surgery. 1970,
52A, 203.

SIR,-The paper by Dr. A. S. Dissanayake
and others (26 October, p. 189) is of great
interest. I would like, however, to raise a
number of points.

Firstly, a wide variation in the clinical,
biochemical, and morphological response to
gluten is well documented in patients of
all ages with coeliac diseasel-6 and a failure
to improve on gluten withdrawal or, more
important, failure to relapse on its re-
introduction 12 months or more later is by
no means unusual. It seems therefore rather
premature to base a firm conclusion on
results from four patients fed with 40-60 g
oats daily for four weeks, especially as this
is equivalent to less than 1 g avenin (the
oats counterpart of wheat gliadin) daily.
My second point concerns the methods

used. No mention is made of what safe-
guards were employed to ensure that the
repeat biopsy specimens were from the same
area as the initial ones. The small intestinal
lesion is not uniform, marked morphological
differences occurring within a few centi-
metres of bowel.7 Perhaps alterations in
lymphocyte and plasma cell counts in the
bowel lamina propria or epithelium before
and after oats challenge would have been a
more sensitive test.8 9 Similarly, changes in
sucrase, maltase, and lactase levels after
gluten challenge or withdrawal were shown
by these workers in an earlier publication10
to be very variable, especially lactase, and to
require six to eight months to reach a maxi-
mum alteration. These limitations also apply
to alkaline phosphatase.11

I was surprised to read that Ewart'2 "was
unable to show any lines of antigenic
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identity when comparing oats with wheat
using a double diffusion technique with a
rabbit antigliadin serum," for this did occur
when the strength of buffer was increased. In
another publication'3 Elton and Ewart did
demonstrate an antigenic relationslhip of
wheat to barley, oats, and maize. Other
workers'415 have also shown an antigenic
similarity between wheat, rye, barley, and
oats prolamines. Dr. Dissanayake and his
colleagues also state that barley is known to
be harmful. I would be interested to know
what conclusive experimental proof provided
the basis for this remark, especially as many
centres continue to allow their coeliac
patients to ingest barley in the belief it is not
harmful.

Finally, their results seem to show that in
some patients a reduction in jejunal enzyme
levels and a decrease in surface: volume
ratios of repeat jejunal biopsy specimens
occurred after the oats challenge. Perhaps
these changes would have reached statistical
significance if more oats had been given, or
for a longer time, and have supported the
conclusion of Dicke et al.'6 that "wheat flour
and rye flour and oats have a very unfavour-
able effect on the patient."-I am, etc.,

P. G. BAKER
Departrnent of Medicine,
Bristol University

I Visakorpi, J. K., and Savilahti, E., in Coeliac
Disease, ed. C. C. Booth and R. H. Dowling,
p. 224. Edinburgh, Livingstone, 1970.

2 Schmerling, D. H., and Shiner, M., in Coeliac
Disease, ed. C. C. Booth and R. H. Dowling,
p. 64. Edinburgh. Livingstone, 1970.

3 Bayless, T. M., et al., in Coeliac Disease, ed.
C. C. Booth and R. H. Dowling, p. 64.
Edinburgh. Livingstone, 1970.

4 Hamilton, J. R., and McNeill, H., Yournal of
Pediatrics, 1972, 81, 885.

5 Kendall, M. J., Nutter, S., and Hawkins, C. F.,
Lancet, 1972, 1, 667.

6 Rubin, C. E., et al., in Intestinal Biopsy, p. 67.
Ciba Foundation Study Group No. 14, 1962.

7 Thompson. H., Clinics in Gastroenterology, 1974,
3, 171.

8 Asquith, P., in Coeliac Disease, ed. W. T-H.
J. M. Hekkens and A. S. Tena, p. 242. Leiden,
Stenfert and Kroese, 1974.

9 Ferguson. A., in Coeliac Disease, ed. W. T-H.
J. M. Hekkens and A. S. Tena, p. 265. Leiden,
Stenfert and Kroese, 1974.

50 Pena, A. S., Truelove, S. C., and Whitehead, R.,
Quarterly 7ournal of Medicine, 1972. 41, 457.

Riecken. E. O., et al., Gut, 1966, 7, 317.
12 Ewart, J. A. D., Yournal of the Science of Food

and Agriculture. 1966, 17, 279.
13 Elton, G. A. H., and Ewart, J. A. D., Yournal of

the Science of Food and Agriculture, 1963,
14, 750.

14 Rossipal, E., and Palm. W., Zeitschrift fir
Kinderheilkunde, 1971, 10, 85.

5 Berger, E.. Bibliotheca Paediatrica, No. 67, 1958.
16 Dicke, W. K., Weijers, H. A.. and Van de

Kamer, J. H., Acta Pediatrica, 1953, 42, 34.

SIR,-Dr. A. S. Dissanayake and his col-
leagues (26 October, p. 189) found that four
adult patients with coeliac disease did not
develop jejunal mucosal damage after eating
oats for four weeks. This is inadequate to
justify their conclusion that "oats are harm-
less to coeliac subjects and can be included
in a gluten-free diet." The same authors
previously reported a study on 38 coeliac
patients whom they had followed up for two
years before concluding that the degree of
mucosal recovery in coeliac patients is de-
pendent on the strictness of gluten exclu-
sion.' Why should not the same standard be
applied to an investigation on the place of
oats in the coeliac diet? It is possible that
if these four subjects had continued to take
oats for a longer period of time the average
decreases that occurred in the surface: vol-
ume ratios of jejunal biopsy specimens, and
in the disaccharidase levels, might have

reached the conventional levels of statistical
significance. It is known that steatorrhoea
may take several weeks to develop2 after glu-
ten ingestion but faecal fat estimations were
not included in the study.

Coeliacs have good reasons to suspect that
oats may be harmful for the following rea-
sons. (1) Dicke, who discovered the treat-
ment of coeliac disease, proved in one of
his experiments that oats alone could pro-
duce steatorrhoea.3 (2) Oats and barley, as
well as wheat and rye, are excluded in most
Continental and North America gluten-free
diets, and the draft world-wide standard
for gluten-free foods of the Codex Aliment-
arius Commission excludes the gluten of all
four cereals. (3) In a survey on the first
1,000 members of the Coeliac Society 17-7%
of the 373 adults and 11-7% of the parents
of 395 children who replied stated that they
found that they were upset by oats.4 (4) In-
sufficient is known about the cause of the
complication of malignancy in coeliac disease,
and this alone is sufficient reason for the
exclusion of oats unless it can be completely
exonerated in fully comprehensive and long-
term experiments.-I am, etc.,

ELIZABETH SEGAL
Hon. Secretary

The Coeliac Society of
Great Britain and
Northern Ireland

London N.W.2

1 Dissanayake, A. S., Truelove, S. C., and White-
head, R., Quarterly Yournal of Medicine, 1974,
43, 161.

2 Weijers, H. A., and van de Kamer, J. H.,
Gastroenterology, 1960. 38, 587.

3 Dicke, W. K., Weijers, H. A., and van de Kamer,
J. H., Acta Paediatricia, 1953, 42, 223.

4 Coeliac Society Questionnaire, 1969.

New Alternatives in the N.H.S.

SIR,-While it is right to consider ways in
which doctors and others who work in the
Health Service could help to enconomize by
avoiding unnecessary duplication of equip-
ment and facilities and by switching off taps
and lights which are not required (2 Nov-
ember, p. 272), one should not forget the
waste which occurs on account of the huge
administrative machine which runs the ser-
vice. The Service has undergone an admini-
strative explosion with little noticeable im-
provement in efficiency.
Measures which could be taken centrally

to economize might include central bulk
buying of frequently used constructional
materials such as laminate instead of each
individual contractor placing a separate and
much smaller order. Another example is the
specifications which emanate from the De-
partment of Health and Social Security for
such items as bedside lockers; these specifi-
cations are often irrelevant and-expensive.

While we as doctors should behave re-
sponsible over the possibility of wasting re-
sources, the fault does not lie entirely with
us by any means.-I am, etc.,

PAUL R. J. VICKERS
Newcastle upon Tyne

SIR,-In one N.H.S. hospital last week a
difficult major abdominal operation was per-
formed, quite skilfully, by the Egyptian re-
gistrar. The consultant surgeon was repairing
the hydraulic spring hinge on the theatre
door, all other efforts to get this dangerously

faulty mechanism put right over the previous
12 months having failed.
An appeal for expert help was blocked by

the secretary to the engineer. She said that
he, the assistant engineer, and the hospital
engineer were all at a meeting of administra-
tive officers. She said they were usually back
from these meetings by 4.30 p.m.-I am,
etc.,

J. M. GATE
Horton General Hospital,
Banbury, Oxon

SIR,-I found the reports of the Winchester
Conference both informative and stimulating,
and I should like to comment on some of
the points raised in the third session (16
November, p. 389) regarding general prac-
tice.
There are several references to the work of

Marsh and McNay,1 whose conclusions the
speakers appear to have accepted, but I
should like to challenge what I feel is a
fundamental error in this survey of work
in general practice. The very title of their
papers, "Team Work Load in an English
General Practice," was misleading, since
throughout the paper work load is con-
stantly equated with consultation rate and
there is minimal reference to the multiplicity
of non-face-to-face items of service with
which the N.H.S. G.P. is all too familiar.
Even the delegation of work takes time and
the team member to whom the work is given
must often report back to the doctor or pre-
sent work for checking or signing.
My own experience suggests that the in-

creased delegation of work to the team allows
a little more time to be given to those patients
who need it, but at the same time uncovers a
good deal more of the iceberg of patient de-
mand. As a result I find that my working
day is now very much more concentrated
than it was 10 or more years ago.
When I first read Marsh and McNay's

papers I feared that their conclusions might
lead to just those comments that appeared
in your report-that is, that with an im-
proved primary health care team the G.P.
could manage a list of 10,000 patients. No
doubt the Department of Health and Social
Security is delighted with such a conclusion.

Dr. Olsen (p. 394) commented that "an
improvement in the quality of general prac-
tice would take an enormous load off the
outpatient department." Is there any evi-
dence that this is so? I doubt it. And even
if it were true there is still a limited amount
of medical manpower to deal with an un-
limited patient demand, and shifting the
load from one section of the profession to
another will not solve the problems that
face us. Whatever measures may be tried to
deal with the problems of the N.H.S. we
must be careful not to build on shaky
foundations.-I am, etc.,

A. E. WOOD
Strood,
Rochester, Kent

1 Marsh, G. N., and McNay, R. A., British Medi-
cal Yournal, 1974, 1, 315 and 319.

Respiratory Distress Syndrome in the
Newborn

SIR,-In your leading article on this subject
(23 November, p. 428) you refer to our re-
cent paper on "Improved Prognosis of In-
fants Mechanically Ventilated for Hyaline
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