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A liver was being carried aboard a light aircraft that crashed at Birmingham International
Airport on 19 November. The organ was recovered from the wreckage and successfully

transplanted.

THE WEEK IN NUMBERS

21cm Average correct insertion
depth of endotracheal tube in
women; men had an average of

23 cm (Research, p 1143)

46% Proportion of patients
with frostbite who were drunk at
the time of injury; 3% had used illicit
drugs and 17% had a psychiatric
disorder (Clinical Review, p 1151)

800 000 Prescriptions for

lithium salts dispensed in England in
2008 (Practice, p 1157)

48% Proportion of missed
diagnosis of primary HIV infection
at initial presentation in the United
Kingdom (Practice, p 1159)

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

“There are those who essentially hate
allthis... . It will be better for us and
them if they go”

David Nicholson, NHS chief executive, alluding to
the challenges of shifting to GP commissioning
consortiums and of plugging the projected £20bn
funding shortfall over the next four years

(News, p 1121)

QUESTION OF THE WEEK

Last week’s poll asked, “Should the law on
orphan drugs be changed?”

77% said yes (total 112 votes cast)

This week’s poll asks, “Is the coalition
government turning the clock back on
advances in public health?”

© bmj.com Cast your vote
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Can we agree at least
that we all want better
public health, defined
here as healthier,
happier people living
longer?

© Twitter Follow the editor,
Fiona Godlee, at twitter.com/
fgodlee and the BMJ's latest
at twitter.com/bmj_latest

EDITOR’S CHOICE

Who will deliver better public health?

Every medical student knows that the greatest
improvements in human health have had little to do
with clinical medicine. In the industrialised world
the biggest leaps in life expectancy happened in the
19th and early 20th centuries, well before the advent
of modern medicine. They were largely attributable
to improved nutrition, sanitation, vaccination, and
education. In low income countries, medicine will
struggle to deliver gains in life expectancy without
enough of these things. And now, in addition to the
ever present dangers of pestilence and war, human
health is threatened by late 20th and early 21st
century plagues—the excessive consumption of salt,
sugar, transfats, tobacco, and alcohol. Where then
should we be looking for the next leap forward in
human health?

The answer, in the UK at least, seems to be
the purveyors of these commodities, including
the manufacturers and marketers of fast food and
alcohol. As Jacqui Wise describes (p 1132), the
new committees, “charged with ‘creating a new
vision for public health,” are packed with industry
representatives from companies such as McDonald’s,
PepsiCo, and Kellogg’s.”

Meanwhile, the government has dropped the
traffic light food labelling scheme, and it may overturn
the ban on cigarette vending machines and point of
sale advertising of tobacco agreed by the previous
government. It has also handed to industry the
marketing of its healthy living campaign, Change4Life.

The government has reasons for doing this. It
believes in individual choice and engagement with
industry, and Nigel Hawkes is in favour (p 1135). The
last government’s record on public health was nothing
to shout about, he says, and naysayers should stop
being so wet and get with the programme. The Faculty
of Public Health has done so by agreeing to serve

on the new committees. But it sounds like they had
little choice. As is evident from Wise’s article, its
president’s discomfort is palpable.

Can we agree at least that we all want better public
health, defined here as healthier, happier people
living longer? And that any disagreement arises from
uncertainty over how best to achieve that? If so, this is
where evidence comes in handy. Policy decisions that
go against good evidence must be acknowledged to
be ideological rather than rational.

Well this week we have some evidence—published
in the BMJ's sister journal Tobacco Control (10.1136/
tc.2010.039602). Quinn and colleagues report on
the impact of Ireland’s ban on tobacco displays in
shops. They found that this hasn’t harmed business
and has helped young people to quit smoking. In
light of this evidence the BMA’s Vivienne Nathanson,
quoted by Wise, says that the government’s decision
on tobacco displays will be an important marker of its
intentions on public health. Martin McKee, a professor
of European Public Health, says that the evidence on
food labelling is “unequivocal.” The government’s
decision to drop the traffic light scheme is “the
clearest possible indication that the food industry is in
the driving seat.”

I’ve been around this subject almost as long as
Nigel Hawkes has (BMJ 1996;312:1239) and, like
Alan Maryon-Davies (also quoted by Wise), have
watched as voluntary agreements with industry have
failed. Maryon-Davies says they have to be backed by
the threat of regulation. Which industry representative
on our new committees will vote for that?

Fiona Godlee, editor, BMJ fgodlee@bmj.com
Cite this as: BMJ 2010;341:¢6758

To receive Editor’s Choice by email each week,
visit bmj.com/cgi/customalert

Career Focus, jobs, and courses
appearafterp 1168
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