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Phaeochromocytomas are rare and difficult to diagnose. Confir-
mation of a phaeochromocytoma requires demonstrating exces-
sive catecholamine production. Estimating urinary vanillyl-
mandelic acid (VMA) is probably the most popular test. A
multicentre study of over 800 patients tested for phaeo-
chromocytoma between 1994 and 2001 found 214 positive for
the tumour. Surprisingly, urinary VMA estimation had the
lowest sensitivity at 64%. Estimation of free plasma
metanephrines was the most sensitive test at 99% and is the best
test to exclude or confirm the presence of a phaeochromocytoma.
Combining different tests did not improve the diagnostic yield
beyond that of a single test of plasma- free metanephrines (lAMA
2002;287: 1427-34).

Do women deliver in taxis? Yes, but this is frequently associated
with complications. Over a period of two years, 29 of 13 970
women registered at the L.T.M.G. Hospital, Sion, Mumbai,
delivered in taxis. Allthe women were from a low socioeconomic
background and most of them lived within 5 km of the hospital.
Nineteen of these women had perineal and paraurethral tears.
There were 3 stillbirths. (J Obstet Gynaecollndia 2001 ;51:37-9).

Should violent deaths be included in maternal mortality? In the
tenth revision of the international classification of diseases (ICD-
10), violent deaths during pregnancy or the puerperium have been
classified as 'pregnancy related'. During 1991-95, in Maputo,
Mozambique (Br 1 Obstet Gynaecol 2002;109:5-8), 27 deaths
were found to be related to violence; 10 due to homicide, 9 to
suicide, 6 to accident and 2 were under investigation. Most were
in women <25 years of age. The Chef wonders whether there is an
increased incidence of violence against pregnant women or those
who have recently delivered.

Treatment of rheumatoid arthritis (RA) with corticosteroids has
always been contentious. Steroids have been largely regarded
as temporary 'bridge' therapy to treat flare-ups or complications.
Eighty-one patients with early RA not treated with disease-
modifying drugs in Utrecht, The Netherlands between 1992 and
1995 were randomized to receive steroids or placebo (Ann Intern
Med2002;136:1-12). NSAIDswere allowed to both groups. The
prednisolone group showed more clinical improvement inthe first
6 months and significantly less radiological joint damage. There
was, however, a higher incidence of osteoporotic fractures in the
steroid group.

Kidney transplantation from paid living donors, though consid-
ered unethical, is stilI routine practice in India and Iraq. The USA
has one of the highest rates of kidney transplantation in the world
with 45-50 transplants/million people per year (Lancet
2002;359:971-3). With the huge increase in the number of
patients awaiting kidney transplant, it is expected that the waiting
time for transplantation will reach 10 years in 2010 from the
current 3 years. The author, previously strongly against organ
trading, writes that if his kidneys failed he would opt for a
transplant from a living donor; this viewpoint is supported by an
accompanying editorial in the same issue.

Two thousand consecutive primary Charnley total hip replace-
ments done between 1969 and 1971 on 1689 patients at the
Mayo Clinic (J Bone Joint Surg 2002;2:171-7) were followed up
for 25 years. During the first 20 years after total hip arthroplasty,
patients were found to have a lower death rate than that predicted
for an age-matched population. The mean age of patients still
alive at the end of the study was 80 years; 1228 patients had died
during that period. Aseptic loosening was the commonest reason
for femoral revision followed by fracture of the femoral compo-
nent. The fractures were due to a specific technique used at this
institute during that period.

Prognosticating in acute pancreatitis is difficult. The usual cause
of death is multiple organ dysfunction syndrome (MODS). Of 121
patients with predicted severe acute pancreatitis (APACHE score
~6) from 11 Scottish hospitals CBr1 Surg 2002;89:298-302), 68
(56%) did not develop organ dysfunction and this group had only
a 3% mortality. Fifty-three (44%) had early organ dysfunction, in
33 of these the MODS resolved with no mortality. In the 20 whose
MODS worsened during the first week, more than 50% died.
Should the term severe acute pancreatitis be reserved only for
those patients with worsening organ dysfunction?

Unhappy doctors are a worldwide phenomenon. Poor pay and
heavy workload are apparently not the only reasons (BMJ
2002;324:835-8). In the developed world increasing account-
ability and reducing medical autonomy has led many doctors to
feel a loss of control over their professional lives. There has been
an increased emphasis on numerical targets and volume ofwork.
This has resulted in a change in the contract between doctors,
patients, employers and society without any explicit discussion
between the parties involved. There also seems to be a growing
blame culture, all contributing to a declining morale.

The systemic inflammatory response syndrome (SIRS) is defined
by two or more ofthe following: fever (or hypothermia), pulse rate
>90/minute, respiratory rate >20/minute and leucocytosis (or
leucopenia). SIRS accompanied by infection is called sepsis. Of
74 consecuti ve seriously ill patients in Paris, 28 had microbiologi-
cally confirmed infections. In this group the C-reactive protein
(CRP) was significantly raised, and along with SIRS, was found
to best predict infection. Ten of these patients recovered and in this
group the CRP on day 4 was significantly reduced. This predicted
recovery most reliably (Crit Care Med 2002;30:529-35).

Early diagnosis of HIVinfection in the asymptomatic stage might
help doctors to prevent opportunistic infections. A 3-year study
(1997-99), on over 2000 HIV-positive patients at an HIVclinic in
Pune showed a decreasing trend of oral thrush, pulmonary
tuberculosis and herpes zoster. In the later part of the study most
patients had no clinical manifestations. However, despite early
diagnosis, most sexual partners were found to be seropositive
even during the later part of the study (J Assoc Physicians India
2002;50:671-3).
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