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    Diagnostics
New blood test predicts prostate cancer
A blood test for circulating tumour cells has been found to accurately predict aggressive prostate cancer. Prostate cancer is currently detected with a blood test for prostate specific antigen (PSA) followed by a prostate biopsy, but PSA testing lacks specificity and sensitivity. The new test measures circulating tumour cells that have left the original tumour and entered the bloodstream. Published in the Journal of Urology,1 a study in 98 pre-biopsy patients and 155 patients with newly diagnosed prostate cancer found that a test for the presence of circulating tumour cells in blood samples accurately predicted subsequent biopsy results.


Secondary care
NHS hospitals face “toxic” PFI legacy
NHS hospitals will pay £80bn (€90.1bn; $99.6bn) for private finance initiative (PFI) funding despite receiving only £13bn of actual investment, the Institute for Public Policy Research warned in a report.2 Analysis of data from HM Revenue and Customs found that some trusts were spending as much as a fifth of their budget on PFI payments. The worst affected trusts were North West Anglia, Sherwood Forest, University Hospitals Coventry, and St Helens and Knowsley. The NHS has so far paid only around £25bn of the £80bn expected total cost of PFI since it was first introduced in 1998.

Deprivation increases emergency department visits
The 10% of people living in the most deprived areas of England made more than twice as many visits to emergency departments as those in the least deprived 10%, figures from NHS Digital showed. Its Hospital Accident and Emergency Activity 2018-19 report analysed data on all emergency department types,3 ranging from major hospital departments to minor injury units. Results showed that Monday was the busiest day of the week for emergency department attendances, and the most popular arrival time was 10 am to 12 noon. Reattendances within seven days accounted for 8.7% of all reported visits.

Treatment delays increase
The number of patients waiting more than 18 weeks for NHS treatment is the highest in over a decade, warned NHS England’s “referral to treatment” statistics published this week. Figures covering July 2019 showed that patients waiting more than 18 weeks to start planned treatment numbered 620 454, the highest total since 2008. Only 85.8% of patients were seen within 18 weeks, missing the government’s target of 92%. The figure was lower than in July 2018, when 87.8% of patients were seen within 18 weeks.


Female genital mutilation
NHS opens walk-in FGM clinics
Adult victims of female genital mutilation (FGM) can now access care and support through eight NHS specialist clinics that opened in England this week. Located in Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, and London, the clinics will provide medical and psychological support services staffed by specialist doctors, midwives, and nurses. FGM is generally first identified through maternity services when women are pregnant, but the new support clinics hope to reach women before then. (Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.l5552).


Climate crisis
Healthcare has big climate footprint
The global healthcare sector’s carbon footprint is equivalent to 4.4% of global net emissions, making it a major contributor to the climate crisis, a report warned. The organisation Health Care Without Harm analysed spending and other data from 43 countries to estimate healthcare’s global climate impact. Results showed that the sector’s climate footprint was about 2 gigatons of carbon dioxide—equivalent to 514 coal plant emissions. The European Union healthcare sector contributes 12% of global healthcare emissions, while the US contributes 27% and China 17%, the report found. (Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.l5560).


E-cigarettes
Trump pledges to ban flavoured e-liquid
Donald Trump pledged to ban the sale of most flavoured electronic cigarettes, after recent US cases of lung disease were linked to vaping. At a press conference the US president cited the concerns of his wife, Melania. “We can’t allow people to get sick. And we can’t have our youth be so affected,” he said. Use of the devices has been rising among middle and high school students, and many e-cigarettes have flavours such as mango, cucumber, mint, and menthol, which may appeal to this group. Alex Azar, secretary of health and human services, said, “The Trump administration is making it clear that we intend to clear the market of flavoured e-cigarettes to reverse the deeply concerning epidemic of youth e-cigarette use that is impacting children, families, schools, and communities.” (Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.l5562)


Euthanasia
Dutch doctor is acquitted in landmark test case
A Dutch doctor who euthanised a patient who had dementia and could not verify her consent was acquitted, after a judge ruled that a request signed when the patient was competent was sufficient. The patient had signed a request including a dementia clause in 2012, as well as a revised dementia clause in 2015 making it clear that she did not want to be admitted to a nursing home, and she regularly spoke to her doctor about the clauses. In 2016 she was admitted to a nursing home and, after obtaining the opinions of two independent doctors, the doctor carried out euthanasia. However, the Central Disciplinary College for Healthcare ruled that the doctor had not met all due care requirements of the Dutch Euthanasia Act, and it opened a case against the unnamed doctor to establish whether a physician has a “duty to verify the current desire for life or death of an incapacitated, deeply demented patient.” (Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.l5555)


Working conditions
BMA calls for safe staffing legislation
The BMA wrote to the government calling for new legislation to guarantee accountability for safe staffing levels and ensure that “individual clinicians are not blamed when the system places them under unmanageable pressure.” The call came as the BMA published a report looking at the changes needed to improve patient care and the working lives of doctors in the NHS, which highlighted that the government must allow doctors around the UK to speak out when staffing has fallen below safe levels and ensure “clear lines of accountability for safe staffing levels through safe staffing legislation.” Ensuring that medical errors are not criminalised was also “vital” to enable clinicians to identify and learn from mistakes, thereby improving patient safety, it added. (Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.l5557)


Opioid epidemic
OxyContin maker files for bankruptcy
The US drug company Purdue Pharma, which makes OxyContin and is accused of promoting excessive opioid use by US doctors and sparking the US opioid epidemic, filed for bankruptcy as it faced lawsuits worth billions of dollars. The bankruptcy is part of a tentative settlement between the company, owned by the Sackler family, and lawyers representing 27 states and thousands of counties, municipalities, and native tribes, designed to settle the legal claims and provide further funding to fight opioid addiction in the US. The final settlement payout could reach $12bn (£9.6bn; €10.9bn).


Hearing loss
Hearing aids link to other health benefits
Hearing loss is linked to an increased likelihood of dementia, depression, anxiety, and falls, but wearing a hearing aid reduces these risks, a study published in the Journal of American Geriatrics Society found.4 Researchers tracked 114 862 adults aged over 66 with diagnosed hearing loss. After three years the relative risk of having dementia diagnosed was 18% lower in the 12.3% of participants who used hearing aids, the risk of having depression or anxiety diagnosed was 11% lower, and the risk of injuries from falls was 13% lower.
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