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SI Units

SIR,-Professor D. N. Baron's neat presenta-
tion (30 November, p. 509) of this newest
notation system reads like one of those ever-
recurring enthusiastic special pleadings
heard on behalf of the latest "marvellous"
new international language. It ihas the usual
neologisms and peculiar conventions whiclh
allow the "in"people osily to twitter among
themselves with a great feeling of superiority.
But the prime purpose of a system of nota-
tion is efficient communication between all
concerned, and that embraces a great
diversity of people, only a small minority of
whom have laboratory and/or mathematical
expertise as their primary interest.
The multiplicity of prefixes and their

related abbreviated symbols is bound to lead
to confusion, and a great deal more if one
adds to the fun by putting in some negative
powers. This type of precisionist symbolism
is perfectly good for specially trained people
but is bound to lead to dangerous con-
fusion in the 'hands of many simple users.
That the new international notation is highly
suitable for calculation of moon missile
trajectories etc. does not mean that it is
optimal in practical medicine, or indeed in
some other spheres-for example, what will
the average garage attendant say on being
asked to inflate one's tyre to so many kPa?
Even Professor Baron apparenty does not
find it all that easy, for surely a plasma
concentration of phenobarbitone of 46 mg/
100 ml does not become the 0 2 mmol/l
that he suggests, but 1-98 mmol/l.
The argument that the SI system in its

full flowering makes for clarity and efficiency
lacks conviction. One can envisage a gram,
and a mole of something of which one knows
the molecular make-up can be meaningful
-for example, NaC; but which of us
clinicians really pretends that he knows off-
hand the molecular constitution of bilirubin?
And again, in pressures, I think that the
height of a column of mercury as seen in
Aberdeen is more meaningful than some

contorted calculated derivation based on a
lump of platinum held in a laboratory in
Paris.

I submit, Sir, that no proper consideration
has been given to (1) the views of the real
practical consumers of these data and (2) the
cost of indulging this newest fad.-I am, etc.,

DOUGLAS NEEDHAM
Woodend General Hospital,
Aberdeen

SIR,-From the resigned tone of your lead-
ing article (30 November, p. 490) it might
be concluded that it is useless to try to
resist the introduction of SI units. This is
a pity as there are many weighty reasons
against their use in clinical medicine.1 2

(1) They are different from those we are
used to. Mistakes in interpretation are
bound to be made; patients will suffer.
(2) SI units are often of the wrong size.
Using pascals to measure blood pressure is
like measuring a cricket pitch in inches and
the kilopascal is too big (7 5006 mm Hg=
1 kPa). (3) Try and imagine the cost of re-
printing all the pathology forms, let alone
recalibrating equipment. In the petro-
chemical industry, I am told, the conversion
of one plant will cost £2m. (4) The require-
ments of medicine are not the same as those
of science; in particular, the use of molar
measures instead of mass under certain
circumstances (for example, drug concentra-
tions in blood) is entirely inappropriate.
(5) SI units are not universally employed,
may never be, and may well be changed
again. Further developments can be ex-
pected, with further damage to patient care.

In essence, the imposition of SI units on
the medical profession is about as justifiable
and logical as it would be to make all our
population speak French because our
Common Market negotiators in Brussels have
to. "Consultation" about this vital matter

has been a hollow sham. It is essential that
careful pilot studies with consumer (that is,
clinical) participation be continued.-I am,
etc.,

G. H. HALL
Exeter

1 With, T. K., Lancet, 1974, 2, 1315.
2 Hall, G. H., Lancet, 1974, 1, 1006.

SIR,-Surely Professor D. N. Baron (30
November, p. 509) is in error when he says
that the original metric system was based
upon three independent base units. As
originally enunciated in the French revolu-
tionary period the metre was the sole base
unit. The three ordinary dimensions were
expressed as multiples or submiultiples;
volume was based upon the cubic metre and
mass upon that of the cubic metre of water
at its greatest density (4°C). Of oourse addi-
tional measurements are now needed, but it
seems a pity to depart from one basic unit.
The original system used to be prettily

illustrated by a small ruler provided by the
Metric Association. This was a decimetre
long, a centimetre wide, and a millimetre
thick and its weight in grams was also its
specific gravity. Hung upon a cord of the
right length, it became a pendulum for the
measurement of time.-I am, etc.,

CYRIL G. EASTWOOD
Cambridge

Cross-immunity to Influenza B Virus Strans

SIR,-Outtbreaks of influenza B infection due
to two variants of the old influenza B virus
were reported throughout the United King-
dom last winter.- Of particular interest was
the occurrence of clinical illness mainly in
individuals between 1 and 24 years of age,
and especially in children 5-9 years old.2
We have had the opportunity recently of

studying sera from an outbreak reported in
September 1973 in a north of England
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boarding school due to the intermediate
variant strain of influenza B virus. Paired
sera from six students (aged 11-15) with
infection proved by virus isolation and/or a
fourfold rise in antibody level (haemagglutin-
ation inhibition or complement fixation test)
were subsequently tested by the fluorescent
antibody technique for class-specific
fluorescent antibody to the three influenza
B strains (old influenza B virus and the two
recent variants, the intermediate strain and
strain B/HK/5/72). Virus-infected cell
preparations on glass slides and standard
immunofluorescent techniques were used
essentially as described previously.3 Prepara-
tions were examined under a Tiyoda RI tr
microscope, using a 2 nnn OXl exciter filter
and an 805Q barrier filter with mercury
vapour illumination. A significant feature of
the responses detected is that the IgG titre
was rather similar against all three strains;
any differences in the titres were fourfold or
less (table I). Preliminary work done with
paired sera from an outbreak due to in-
fluenza B/HK/5/72 virus gave results of a
similar nature. This points to the possibility
that infection due to one strain could result
in some immunity to all three.

TABLE i-IgG Fluorescent Antibodv Response to In-
fluenza B in Children Aged 11-15 Years Infected
with the Intermediate Strain of Influenza B Virus

Virus Strain

Patient Old Tnflu- Intermediate Influenza
enza B* Influenza B B/HK/5/72

1 7-5/160t 5/240 <5/60
2 .5/320 <5/320 <5/80
3 7 5/30 <5/60 <5/30
4 15/240 10/960 <5/640
5 5/120 15/160 5/80
6 <5/120 <5/80 <5/40

*B/England/32/71.
tAcute/convalescent serum specimens (taken 18 days
apart).

TABLE ii-IgG Fluorescent Antibodies to Influenza
B Virus (Old Strain) in Manchester Sera, 1971

Age (years) Percentage with Antibody*
<6/12 57 A 43
.6/12 21 f

1-4 34
5-10 70
11-20 97
21-35 100

>35 89

*Sera screened at 1/10.

Fluorescent antibody studies done in 1971
on a random collection of Manchester sera4
are of interest in this context. If the presence
of IgG fluorescent antibody to influenza B
virus is taken as an index of imxnunity to
influenza B, the results (table II) indicate
that imununity should be maximal in the
adult age groups, whereas a proportion
of individuals less than 20 years of age
should be susceptible to influenza B
infection. The known epidemiological
features of the disease support this hypo-
thesis in that influenza B infections do pre-
dominantly affect the younger age groups.
The epidemiological behaviour of infections
due to the two new variant strains, which
last winter left older age groups relatively
unaffected, could also, on the basis of these
figures, point to the presence of cross-
immunity between the three strains of
influenza B, as postulated above. Studies are
now under way to assess further the use-
ftgness of the fluorescent antibody technique
in predicting immunity or susceptibility to

the various strains of influenza A and B by
determining the fluorescent antibody titres
to the different influenza strains in selected
sera.-We are, etc.,

L. M. DE SILVA
P. R. MORTIMER
D. P. CASEMORE

Public Health Laboratory,
General Hospital,
Middlesbrough

1 British Medical 7ournal, 1974, 2, 511.
2 British Medical 7ournal, 1974, 2, 620.
3 de Silva, L. M., et al., 7ournal of Hygiene, 1973,

71, 107.
4 Tobin, J. O'H., and de Silva, L. M. Unpublished

observations.

Vaccination against Whooping Cough

SIR,-Your leading article (31 August, p.
539) comprehensively analysed the difficulties
in assessing vaccination against whooping
cough. There may perhaps be some over
emphasis at the beginning on laboratory
methods of assessing the effectiveness of
vaccination against infectious disease. Unless
the specific protective property conferred by
the vaccine against the particular infectious
disease can be isolated and accurately
assayed laboratory estimations offer only
presumptive evidence.
The only valid assessment of routine

im-munization is the effect it produces in
routine use. This, as you rightly point out,
is exceptionally difficult to determine because
the epidemiology of the disease is being
modified simultaneously by many factors-
social, nutritional, cultural, and therapeutic,
to name only some-as well as by the im-
munization procedure itself. One of the more
striking changes in the epidemiology of
pertussis is the raising of the age of attack,
and this has certainly contributed consider-
ably to the reduction in death rate. There is
evidence to suggest that routine vaccination
has been an important factor here.

Laboratory tests have another disadvantage
in that they imply that the production of
absolute protection is necessary for the
vaccine to succeed in practice. When a
vaccine is used widely less than 100% effec-
tiveness may well achieve the desired result.
The production of undesirable side effects
is not only unfortunate for the children who
exhibit them but is also of importance in
reducing acceptability. It may be more im-
portant to produce a vaccine which is
acceptable but less effective than a vaccine
which is 100% effective but non-acceptable
to some parents because of side effects. The
use of a two-dose sdhedule of the absorbed
vaccine at a reduced strength could be as
effective as a more frequent administration
at a higher dosage, especially if it achieved
a wider use because of a higher accept-
ability.-I am, etc.,

J. S. DODGE
University of Otago,
Dunedin,
New Zealand

Respiratory Distress Syndrome in the
Newborm

SIR,--Your leading article on the present
more hopeful position for the premature
infant with respiratory distress syndrome
(R.D.S.) (23 November, p. 428) rightly
emphasizes the results that can be achieved
with modern intensive care. It also raises

wider issues concerning the care of the sick
newborn.
Your suggestion that "each N.H.S. area

should surely come to an agreement that
women in premature labour should be trans-
ferred for delivery to a unit fully equipped
to deal with R.D.S. of all degrees of severity;
infants with R.D.S. do not travel well" is a
sensible one, and if one could be assured
that not too many of these infants wouild be
born in the ambulance en route, possibly
even a practical one. It would ensure that
infants not ill enough to require intensive
care could return with their mothers,
whereas those requiring it would have im-
mediate intensive care available. On the
other hand, your suggestion that "what is
required is a technique which can be set up
quickly and easily in the special care unit
of any miaternity hospital" may be a hopeful
ideal for the future but at present is prob-
ably no more than pie in the sky.
At our current state of knowledge, treat-

ment of severe R.D.S. still demands, as do
other neonatal illnesses, the provision of
medical, nursing, and laboratory vigilance of
a high order, available at all times of the
day and night. In addition, trained resident
staff have to be available at all, times to
collect infants in distress in outlying hos-
pitals. Infants with R.D.S. may not travel
well, but with expert supervision en route
they do at least seem to arrive safely.

Results from our own neonatal intensive
care unit, and others similar, fully justifv the
efforts expended. It is surely unrealistic,
however, to suppose that a service of this
order can exist, or indeed need exist,
wherever infants are born, and centralization
deserves the highest priority at this time of
reorganization of the Health Service.

Recent developments, such as the intro-
duction of continuous positive airways
pressure (C.P.A.P.) and the exposure to acute
neonatal paediatrics which most junior staff
now receive, mean that many infants can be
satisfactorily managed in local hospitals.
This is to be encouraged. It reinforces the
mother-baby link and will improve the
overall standards of practice. However, there
is no doubt that some infants are too sick
to be managed anywhere other than at a
regional centre, and it is in their best
interests to be transferred as early as
possible. The difficulty, which frequently
arises, is how to decide which infant should
be transferred.

Professor K. W. Cross' has highlighted the
dilemma of oxygen therapy in the newborn
and pointed out that avoidance of oxygen
damage to the eyes may have resulted in
many infant deaths from hypoxia. The
crucial deciding factor in the management of
severe R.D.S. is probably whether or not the
hospital concerned can provide an immediate
service for blood gas monitoring throughout
the 24 hours and has the necessary trained
staff to deal with life-threatening emergencies
such as pneumothorax, which so often occur.

Tihe indications for transfer of an infant
to a central unit thus appear to be threefold:
(a) the need to ventilate the infant because
of the severity of its disease or apnoeic
attacks, (b) inability to manage the infant
on C.P.A.P., or (e) lack of facilities for
round-the-clock monitoring of arterial
oxygen in babies who need it. If such a
policy were adopted on a regional basis only
a small proportion of infants with respiratory
distresis syndoe would need to leave t'heir
mothers and the specialized units wotild be
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