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By the time this letter is published, the issue of war on Iraq will
probably have been decided. Opinion in Britain is divided; polls
have shown that a majority of the population are against war
unless it is backed by incontrovertible evidence that Saddam
Hussein has or is about to have nuclear weapons, and would only
support military action if it were supported by the United Nations.

The British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, has put himself in an
exposed position by his apparently uncritical support for President
Bush and his 'hawks'. If Saddam Hussein has any sense, and he
has probably more than we credit him with, he will let in the
inspectors rather than face a disastrous war and the loss of his job,
and possibly his life.

As if to underline the disappointing outcome of the multi-nation
meeting at Johannesburg, the weather has behaved in an entirely
unpredicted way. Sudden high rainfall in middle and eastern
Europe resulted in serious flooding on an unprecedented scale.
This mayor may not be linked to drought in Africa. Global
warming seems to be the culprit.

A related subject is the question of the viability and, indeed, the
desirability of nuclear power stations in Britain. It is now clear that
nuclear power plants are expensive 'to build, uneconomic to run
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and ruinously expensive to decommission. The British Govern-
ment is attempting to reduce its CO2 emissions and is on the verge
of agreeing to build replacements for the ageing generation of
existing power stations, on the grounds that they are, in terms of
CO2 emissions, environmentally friendly. However, the near bank-
ruptcy of British Energy, which owns and runs the more modern
nuclear installations, casts doubt on any future programme.

The alternatives to nuclear power are of course the sources of
, renewable energy such aswind farms, tidal energy, hydroelectric
schemes, and as an also-ran for this country, solar energy. It seems
extraordinary that there is apparently no practicable and economic
method of filtering out CO2 from the emissions from coal and gas-
fired power stations. Since '9/11' the risk of terrorist attacks on
nuclear installations is another factor w~ich must be considered
before we build more nuclear power stations.

The autism controversy drags on. A recent paper' could find no
association between gastrointestinal illnesses in.•hildren and the
later development of autism. This study' confirms a number of
others with similar negative results+' As a result of the original
'scare' the percentage of children immunized with the, MMR
vaccine has fallen and in some areas there have be~ small
outbreaks of measles. Meanwhile, a few general practitioners
have made a lot of money by offering single dose immunizations.
It is to be hoped that this unfortunate episode is coming to a'Close.

Self-medication is a pastime largely confined to developed coun-
tries, which can afford this luxury. Pharma~ists' shelves arefilled
with all sorts of proprietary preparations, mostly harmless and'
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quite a few without any therapeutic benefit. A high proportion of
these nostrums are vitamin preparations, usually multiple. The
taking of such medicaments is based on the false assumption that
because small amounts of vitamins are good for you, then larger
amounts have an even greater benefit.

A recent survey in the Journal of the American Medical
Association" estimated that between 20% and 30% ofthe popula-
tion of the developed world take vitamin supplements which they
buy themselves without medical advice to do so. The survey found
no evidence that additional vitamins had any beneficial effect on
health, with two exceptions which are really special cases: the
prevention of neural tube defects by periconceptual folic acid, and
additional vitamin D in the elderly. Numerous papers have exam-
ined the effect of antioxidants. The Cambridge Vitamin E Study'
showed a reduction in non-fatal but not in fatal myocardial
infarction. Two studies in Finland? and the USN showed that
supplementary beta-carotene increased the number of people
dying from lung and other cancers. Meanwhile, I have to restrain
myself in our local pharmacist's from saying 'Don't buy those
vitamin tablets, you are wasting your money.'

The London teaching hospitals have always regarded themselves,
rightly, as centres of excellence. The Audit Commission has
investigated their medical staffing levels in comparison with
district general hospitals. They found that the London under-
graduate teaching hospitals employ approximately twice the num-
ber of doctors per admission as do district general hospitals.
Analysed by grade, the difference was most marked in the special-
ist registrar grade. Though the full results of the Audit
Commission's report are not yet available, it is curious that they
did not, apparently, examine the medical staffing of the non-
London teaching hospitals. So, we await further information
before joining the anti-London hospitals march.
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