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Indigenous and less expensive infant warmer
developed in Chingleput

A low cost infant warmer and phototherapy unit made completely
of locally available materials has been developed and put into use
by some of the staff of the neonatal ward of the Chingleput Medical
College Hospital. Faced with a situation where the number of
infants needing the warmers was much larger than the number
available, some of the staff led by Dr Sathya took the initiative to
develop the unit. Imported units cost around Rs 100 000, while the
locally developed one costs only Rs 10 000. It has been christened
the Chingleput Medical College Hospital Model.

THOMAS GEORGE, Cbennai, Tamil Nadu

User fees in government hospitals
Over the last few years, successive governments in Tamil Nadu
have been gradually introducing user fees in government hospi-
tals. This began with charges for investigations such as ultra-
sound, CT and MR scans. It has now been extended to specialty
clinics for hypertension and diabetes. Unfortunately, user fees
have not improved patient care or staff behaviour.

In a way, informal user fees have always existed, because many
drugs are usually not available and have to be purchased by the
patient. However, traditionally, investigations have been free.
With increasing sophistication and cost on the one hand, and
pressure on resources on the other, it may not be possible for
governments to provide the investigations free. It would have been
wiser to have had better planning. Currently, the government has
installed CT scanners in all medical college hospitals without
training adequate staff. Further, there is the problem of motivation
among government employees. The idea that the patient is being
done a favour is predominant, and the quality of work is very poor,
in spite of the fee being collected.

THOMAS GEORGE, Cbennai, Tamil Nadu
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Newspapers, governments and health activism
The regional papers in Andhra Pradesh have taken up the role of
being activists and watchdogs in an effort to solve the problems in
the functioning of government hospitals. A common problem is
the flourishing private practice in areas where doctors have been
working for long periods; This has led to the use of various
measures to block one's transfer to a different place. In some
teaching hospitals, this has led to a paradoxical situation of
clinicians getting posted in non-clinical departments, sometimes
for prolonged periods, so that they continue to stay in the same
place and persist with their private practice. Reluctance to work in
rural areas, especially among doctors not residing in rural areas
where they have been posted, has resulted in a shortage of staff. In
the prevailing scenario, there is widespread corruption, especially
among non-medical employees.

Shortage of funds has led to the non-availability of even
essential medicines and disposables and crucial equipment lying
unused because of lack of funds for repairs. The Director General
of Medical and Health Services, Andhra Pradesh, has announced
that stem measures will be enforced to ensure discipline.

Activism of a different kind comes from the Law Ministry of
the State Government which has reportedly sent a proposal to the
state Ministry of Health suggesting that a potential bride .and
bridegroom should have the right to know the HIV status of their
prospective life partner. Thus, one can request a person to produce
a certificate clarifying herlhis HIV status to avoid controversy at
a later date.

ALLAD! MOHAN, Tirupati, Andhra Pradesh

Insulin resistance has been implicated in the pathogenesis of
many disease states. It is believed to precede the development of
type-2 diabetes. Dietary modifications can have a salutary influ-
ence on insulin sensitivity. Isocaloric substitution of carbohy-
drates (CHO) and monounsaturated fatty acids (Mediterranean
diet) for saturated fatty acids was studied in 59 young adults. In
comparison to the saturated fat diet, the CHO and Mediterranean
diets decreased the LDL-cholesterol (p<O.OOl)and HDL-choles-
terol levels (p<O.OOl). Steady-state plasma glucose decreased
(p=0.023) and basal and insulin-stimulated 2-deoxiglucose up-
take in peripheral monocytes increased in both diets (p=0.007)
indicating an improvement in insulin sensitivity (Diabetologia
2001 ;44:2038-43). Lifestyle modifications will have to be taken
up seriously to stem. the steady rise in diseases associated with
insulin resistance.

It seems neurons also need alcohol. The effects of alcohol
consumption have been receiving favourable reviews. Yet an-

other study finds that light-to-moderate alcohol consumption (not
necessarily red wine!) is associated with a reduced risk of
dementia. The prospective study involved 5395 subjects of the
Rotterdam Study cohort (fl=7983). After a mean follow up of 6
years, 197 individuals developed dementia (146 Alzheimer's
disease, 29 vascular dementia, 22 other dementia). Light-to-
moderate drinking (1-3 drinks per day) was significantly associ-
ated with a lower risk of any dementia [hazard ratio 0.58 (CI:
0.38-0.90)] and vascular dementia [hazard ratio 0.29 (CI:O.09-
0.93)] (Lancet 2002;359:281-6).

The recent interest in the beneficial aspects of alcohol consump-
tion should not make us ignore the proven medical and social
adverse consequences. Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is a
relatively common malignancy. A recent case-control study ex-
plored the effect of alcohol consumption and hepatitis Band C
virus infection on the occurrence ofHCC. The study included 464
subjects with a first diagnosis of HCC as cases and 824 subjects
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unaffected by hepatic diseases as controls. There was a steady
linear increase in the odds ratio of HCC with increasing alcohol
intake (>60 g of ethanol per day). Former drinkers continued to
experience an increased risk. The effect of alcohol drinking was
evident in the absence of hepatitis B or hepatitis C virus infection.
In addition, a synergism between alcohol drinking and either
infection was found, with an approximately two-fold increase in
the odds ratio for each hepatitis virus infection for drinkers of
>60 g of ethanol per day (Am J EpidemioI2002;155:323-31).

Acute renal failure after cardiac angiography is usually due to the
contrast medium used. It increases morbidity and mortality,
prolongs hospitalization and increases costs. Aggressive hydra-
tion may prevent it and, predictably, pre-existing chronic renal
insufficiency increases the risk of its occurrence. A recent
randomized controlled trial shows that N-acetylcysteine is of
benefit in preventing acute renal failure. All 54 patients in the trial
had stable chronic renal insufficiency. Thirteen of 29 patients who
were given a placebo and only 2 of 25 patients who got the drug
developed acute renal failure (Am J Cardio/2002;89:356-8).

The February issue of Annals of Surgery carries an interesting
study on cancer biology and the possible use of molecular biology
techniques for assessment of disease burden in future (Ann Surg
2002;235:226-31). Systemic venous blood was collected from
patients with colorectal cancer before and at intervals of up to 12
weeks after surgery. RNA from the mononuclear cell was sub-
jected to RT-PCR using specific primers for carcinoembryonic
antigen mRNA and cytokeratin-20 mRNA. Circulating tumour
cells were present before treatment in most patients (811116) with
colorectal cancer regardless of tumour stage or metastases. Clear-
ance of circulating tumour cells within 24 hours of excision ofthe
colorectal cancer was highest in tumours with the best prognosis
(Dukes' A and B).

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID)-induced gastro-
intestinal toxicity, especially gastric ulcers, remains an important
problem. A prospective, double-blind, multicentre, active- and
placebo-controlled study compared 200 iJg of misoprostol or 15
or 30 mg of lansoprazole in preventing recurrence of gastric ulcer.
The study included 537 patients without Helicobacter pylori
infection who were long term users of NSAIDs and who had a
history of endoscopically documented gastric ulcer. By week 12,
the percentages of gastric ulcer-free patients were placebo 51%,
misoprostol93%and lansoprazole (15-30) 80%-82%. When the
poor compliance and potential adverse effects associated with
misoprostol are considered, proton pump inhibitors and full-dose
misoprostol were found to be clinically equivalent (Arch Intern
Med 2002;162:169-75).

The impact of routine thoracocentesis on diagnostic assessment
and therapeutic measures in medical ICU patients was studied
(Chest 2002;121:178-84). A prospective, I-year, three-centre
study recruited 1351 medical ICU patients. Routine thoracocen-
tesis was performed in 82 of 113patients. Thoracocentesis yielded
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improvements in the diagnosis and/or treatment in 46 patients
(56%). The presumptive (pre-thoracocentesis) diagnosis was
changed in 37 patients. The only complication was pneumothorax
in 6 patients (7%), all with a favourable outcome after drainage.

Reduction in the incidence of type-2 diabetes with lifestyle
intervention or metformin was explored in 3234 high risk individu-
als with elevated fasting and post-load plasma glucose concen-
trations. They were randomly assigned to receive a placebo,
metformin or a lifestyle-modification programme with the goals of
at least a 7% weight loss and at least 150 minutes of physical
activity per week. The mean body mass index at baseline was 34.
After an average follow up of 2.8 years, the lifestyle intervention
reduced the incidence of diabetes by 58% (CI: 48%-66%) and
metformin by 31% (CI: 17%-43%) as compared to a placebo (N
Engl J Med 2002;346:393-403).

De-addiction therapy for substance abuse is difficult. Alternative
medicine therapies for this problem are often publicized for their
benefits. A randomized, controlled, single-blind clinical trial in
the USA investigated the effectiveness of auricular acupuncture as
a treatment for cocaine addiction. Six hundred and twenty co-
caine-dependent adult patients were randomly assigned to receive
auricular acupuncture, a needle-insertion control condition, or a
relaxation control condition. The results did not support the use of
acupuncture as a stand-alone treatment for cocaine addiction or in
contexts in which patients receive only minimal concurrent psy-
chosocial treatment (fAMA 2002;287:55-63).

COX-2 inhibitors are being used increasingly as analgesics. The
relative therapeutic efficacy of rofecoxib, celecoxib and acetami-
nophen was studied in 382 adults with osteoarthritis of the knee.
They were randomly assigned to receive rofecoxib 12.5 mg/day,
rofecoxib 25 mg/day; celecoxib 200 mg/day or acetaminophen
4 g/day for 6 weeks. More patients treated with acetaminophen
discontinued it early due to the lack of efficacy than patients
treated with COX-2 inhibitors. Rofecoxib 25 mg/day provided
efficacy advantages over the other study groups (JAMA
2002;287:64-71 ).

Smoking is probably the most hazardous lifestyle practice. 8Mf
published a cross-sectional survey of 4919 schoolchildren aged
9-15 years exploring the hypothesis that greater exposure to
smoking in films is associated with trying smoking among adoles-
cents (8Mf 2002;323:1394-7). The prevalence of ever trying
smoking increased with higher categories of exposure: 4.9%
among students who saw 0-50 occurrences of smoking, 13.7% for
who saw 51-100 occurrences, 22.1 % for 101-150 and 31.3% for
those exposed to >150 occurrences in films. The association
remained significant after adjustment for age; sex; school perfor-
mance; school; parents' education; smoking by friend, sibling or
parent; and receptivity to tobacco promotions. It would seem that
the ban on smoking in public should be extended to ban on
smoking on celluloid as well.
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