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An interesting controversy has developed on the effects of
changing from animal to human insulin. Four hundred diabetics
have engaged 31 lawyers to investigate their claims and to
coordinate possible legal action.' The diabetics say that human
insulin gives them a diminished awareness of hypoglycaemia,
and that they are unable to take their usual corrective action
independently. A group of doctors in Liverpool and Salford have
recently investigated this problem.' From a total of 6000 diabet-
ics in their area they identified II patients for a study who had
shown a clear loss of awareness of hypoglycaemia while on
human insulin and had reverted to animal insulin. Seven of these
II patients, completed the study.

Hypoglycaemia was induced by an intravenous infusion of
porcine or human insulin, given randomly on two mornings one
month apart, the patients being unaware which insulin was being
given. The subjects were asked to report when they felt hypogly-
caemic and to record their symptoms every 15 minutes. Frequent
blood samples were taken for levels of glucose, insulin, cortisol,
glucagon, noradrenaline and adrenaline. There was no signifi-
cant difference between porcine and human insulin in the pattern
of hypo glycaemia, the symptoms and the hormonal responses.

Lack of, or impaired, awareness of hypoglycaemia can occur
with very tight glycaemic control, or in long-standing diabetes.
but, in the patients studied, hypoglycaemic awareness appar-
ently returned immediately on changing back to animal insulin.
Clearly the use of an acute intravenous infusion does not repro-
duce the clinical situation of repeated subcutaneous injections.
In another study of 302 randomly selected patients, 6% reported
decreased awareness and 3% increased awareness of hypogly-
caemia on changing to human insulin.' Any major change in
diabetic management may induce an altered appreciation of
symptoms. After the introduction of the highly purified insulins
and with 100 U strength insulin there were reports of an in-
creased frequency and severity of hypoglycaemia, but these
problems subsided. The Liverpool workers do not deny the
possibility that the human insulin problem may be a genuine
one, but consider it uncommon. Nevertheless diabetics changing
to human insulin need information and advice.

The transmission of HIV -I virus from mother to infant is thought
to occur in about 25% to 30% of cases where the mother is HIV-
positive during pregnancy, but without symptoms of AIDS. This
vertical transmission probably occurs during pregnancy or deliv-
ery. Postnatal transmission from mother to infant has been
regarded as extremely rare, and probably takes place through
breast feeding after the mother has been infected by blood
transfusion during or after delivery. A recent paper from Rwanda'
has shown that post-partum maternal seroconversion can infect
the infant, presumably through the breast milk. In a prospective
study, over a mean of 16 months postnatally, 16 out of 212
mothers became seropositive to HIV -I. Of their 16 infants, 9
became seropositive; one was excluded because of a positive
test at birth. The other 8 infants became seropositive during the

same 3 months as the mother, 4 becoming positive in the first 3
months after delivery and 4 between 4 and 21 months. Of the 4
infants who became positive in the first 3 months after birth,
maternal infection during late pregnancy or delivery was a
possibility. These results suggest that postnatal infection of the
infant can occur via the breast milk during the early viraemic
phase in the mother. whereas the risk of infection from breast
milk is much smaller if the mother has been infected during
pregnancy.

The apparently simultaneous acquisition of HIV -1 infection
by mother and child could theoretically result from the infant-to-
mother route. This has been recorded in the USSR due to
nosocomial infection of the infant and the simu.ltaneous pres-
ence of oral ulcers in the infant and cracked nipples in the
mother.' In the Rwanda study there was no evidence of oral
ulcers or cracked nipples, which were specifically looked for.
The role of breast milk in HIV infection has been examined.
Electron microscopic studies have shown the virus to be associ-
ated with the cell fraction milk. and with the histiocytes in
particular. Colostrum is rich in cells compared to ordinary breast
milk and it is interesting that in the caprine arthritis encephalitis
virus. which behaves rather like HIV -I, the withholding of
colostrum will prevent infection of lambs, or kids."?

The Rwanda paper raises important. though difficult ques-
tions. Seronegative mothers at risk from infection through a
seropositive partner or partners or intravenous drug use should
be told of the high risk to the infant if they were to become
infected. Nevertheless, the orthodox teaching for developing
countries still holds: the risk of an infant dying from AIDS from
an infected mother is smaller than the risk of dying from gastro-
enteritis, pneumonia or malnutrition. if bottle fed from an unsafe
water supply.
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