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tion any cattle offal which contains brain and nervous
tissue, spleen, thymus, and intestine, and has also modified
the processes for producing cattle feed. Affected cattle
are killed, and milk from them is destroyed. The European
Community has banned the import of live cattle over the age
of 6 months from Britain, but the official line in Britain is
that steaks and joints of meat are safe. Meanwhile steak is
still a preferred dish in Britain and the consumption of
hamburgers continues as a way of life. Perhaps there is
retribution for practices which contravene naturally
evolved food chains?
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SHAJI'SFILMPiravi (The Birth) is showing at the Institute
of Contemporary Arts cinema. The pace is rather slow for
western audiences, but the characters are beautifully
observed, and the sparse dialogue enables one to appre-
ciate the play of facial expression, something one misses
when concentrating on the spoken word. We look forward
to seeing more films from the Trivandrum studios.
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Letter from North America

PHYSICAL EXERCISE:
THE 'VITAL' PRESCRIPTION
Since the Kennedy years the people of North America
have increasingly become involved with personal physical
fitness as a popular everyday pursuit. Now one commonly
sees people involved in 'physical exercise' in public and,
of late, in the home. Coined in the early 1960s, the term
'aerobics' entered common parlance very rapidly and it
was believed by all except a few sceptics that sustained
physical activity at regular intervals could improve cardio-
vascular reserve and provide several health benefits-
weight and metabolic control, control of high blood
pressure; and protection of the body from atherosclerotic
vascular disease.

As we enter the 1990s the interest of science and the
public has shifted to the subjects of smoking, the use of
stimulants and other drugs, the selection of foods and a
reconsideration of the relevance of regular physical
exercise to overall health.

Physical activity is known to be inversely proportional
to the mortality and morbidity of several chronic diseases.
Higher levels of leisure-time physical activity have been
shown to increase longevity in college alumni. 1 However,
there is a controversial relationship between physical fit-
ness and physical activity. 2,3 Only recently have studies
begun to distinguish the clinical importance of physical
fitness as an objective marker for measured physical
activity."

Increasing evidence suggests that physical activity and
physical fitness contribute to good health. Regular physical
activity, be it occupational or recreational, is associated
with decreased coronary artery disease.! Risks for colon
cancer," stroke 7 and hypertensions are reduced and physical
exercise can assist in the management of diabetes," depres-
sion? and obesity. 10 Exercise is really cost saving to the
people who enjoy it, and those with a sedentary life-style

are subsidized by the more active members of society who
pay for their increased health care costs. I I

A recently published study' reported that people live
longer if they exercise, and that inactivity adds a serious
risk to health, like smoking, being overweight, having a
high blood pressure, and high blood levels of cholesterol
and sugar. This prospective study was conducted in 10 224
men and 3120 women. Age, smoking, cholesterol, blood
pressure, sugar, family history of heart disease and duration
of follow up for both groups were analysed after an initial
physical examination and a maximal treadmill 'stress'
exercise test. The inactive men were almost 3.4 times
more likely, and inactive women 4.6 times more likely to
die than the active groups. The physically unfit were
exposed to a greater risk from all causes of death, parti-
cularly from heart disease and cancer. Increased longevity
has added a powerful new dimension to the list, and public
interest has been further stimulated.

However, fewer than 10% of Americans older than 18
years meet the criteria for exercise proposed in the 1990
objectives for the nation; 12 the amount of physical activity
at work or in the home continues to decrease because of
the increased automation and labour-saving aids.

What level of activity is the most profitable? The greatest
benefits occur in the lower levels of exercise proving that
even a modest improvement of fitness among the unfit
promotes longevity.' Intense activities like jogging, long
distance running and cycling were only slightly more
beneficial. The 'recommended' prescription resulting
from this and other studies is that an activity needs to be
done at least three days per week for twenty to thirty
minutes.

A recent editorial in a leading medical journal exhorts
physicians to act now'! in prescribing physical activity and
physical fitness for themselves as well as their patients.
They are encouraged to enhance their own health and
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serve as community role models. They are also asked to
consider exercise as a regular component of their treat-

, ment methods. Physicians have taken a leading role in
abandoning tobacco use as a health hazard and they have
strongly advised their patients to stop smoking. They are
now advised to provide a similar promotion to physical
fitness as an excellent pursuit towards better health. The
1990 objectives for national health in the USA included a
recommendation that at least 60% of Americans between
the ages of 18 and 65 years should engage in regular,
vigorous physical exercise.P Similar goals are being
developed for the year 2000.
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That the Soviet Union provides educational facilities to a
very large number of Indian students is not very well
known. There are more than 2500 in the USSR today and
the numbers have steadily increased, from a trickle of 300
students per year in the 1960s to a projected 1000 in the
coming academic year.

Almost all students are scholarship holders, there being
no system of self-financed education in the Soviet Union
at present. This may change with a firmer establishment
of perestroika and consolidation of khosrashchet or self-
accounting and financing by President Gorbachev.

Though some students come to the Soviet Union for
studies at the PhD level, most come as undergraduates
and are 18 or 19 years old. Having just finished their
plus 2 examinations (class 12), 85% of them will study a
science subject; medicine being the most popular, followed
by engineering and computer sciences.

These students are selected and sponsored by agencies
such as the Indo-Soviet Cultural Society (ISCUS) and
Friends of the Soviet Union. The Medical Council of
India sponsors 100 medical students annually. Many who
get selected may not have had the opportunity to do
further technical education in India let alone have all their
expenses paid. However, under a new Indo-Soviet plan
called the Partial Compensation Scheme a student will
have to make a one-time payment of Rs 30 000. It is in this

scheme that the numbers will go up in the coming years.
Many of these boys and girls will not have left their

homes or families before and come ill-prepared for the
problems they have to face in a foreign country with a
different language, an unfamiliar culture and, at times, a
harsh winter. Yet, in spite of such handicaps very few
abandon their studies to return. In contrast Indians who
go to western universities to study usually go for a
specialist education at the postgraduate or the post-
doctoral level as education up to degree level is expensive
and there are few scholarships available for foreigners.
These postgraduates are older and their maturity allows
them to cope with their new surroundings easily.

The young students coming to the USSR face an uphill
task. The language is a major problem. Russian is a com-
plicated and difficult language and is the medium of
instruction in all courses. Textbooks and examinations
are entirely in Russian. For at least one year, therefore,
students learn Russian and take courses in Russian history ,
and culture. This naturally means that the undergraduate
period is extended at times by two or three years. To many
their inability to master Russian is a handicap throughout
their stay and they fail to achieve their potential. A
medical student takes about 7 years to graduate and other
technical students take 5 to 6 years. Unfortunately once
back home these students have to switch to English and


