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Patients on oral or parenteral corticosteroids who have not
had chickenpox are at risk of contracting a severe form of
the disease which may include pneumonia, hepatitis and
disseminated intravascular coagulation. According to a
warning in the British National Formulary (1994;28:281)
patients at risk should avoid contact with those with chickenpox
or herpes zoster. Passive immunization with varicella-zoster
immunoglobulin should be given to non-immune patients
who have been exposed to this virus.

There has been much debate recently inside and outside
Parliament whether all the pelvic gyrations and gratuitous
violence shown on films and television have a detrimental
influence on our traditional Indian values. The advocates
of stricter censorship can point to a thousand research studies
which have established an association between screen
violence and the level of aggressive behaviour in children
and adolescents (BMJ 1995;310:273-4). Television violence
may influence children in -four ways: make them want to
imitate what they see, reduce learnt inhibitions against
violent behaviour, desensitize them to violence through
repetition, and increase arousal. As a consequence, children
may develop phobic reactions, short-lived nightmares and
sleep-related problems. Perhaps our innate Indian conser-
vatism may be best after all.

Bullying is an international phenomenon and occurs to some
extent in all schools (BMJ 1995;310:24-5). Victims may be
reluctant .to attend school and may present to doctors with
a variety of symptoms including fits, faints, vomiting, limb
pains, paralysis, hyperventilation, visual symptoms, head-
aches, stomach ache, fugue states and hysteria. As adults,
bullies are more likely to have criminal convictions and be
involved in serious recidivist crime. The message is-Do not
ignore the bully or the victim. Should not someone in this
country investigate the extent of this problem?

There are horrifying stories repeated in the newspapers
nearly every day of women who have been raped, including
some in police custody. We know very little about what
happens to them subsequently. In the USA 80 per 100 000
women rapes are reported annually. The victims are mainly
aged between 16 and 19 but 60000 of them are older than
50. A review article in the New England Journal of Medicine
(1995;332:234-7) states that all victims have psychological
injury, and over half sustain physical injury in the assault.
The victim may require prophylactic antibiotics against
sexually transmitted diseases and 'morning after' prophylaxis
against pregnancy. What do we do here?

Injury and death as a result of seizures are known to occur,
but how common are they? According to a study conducted
in Canada (Epi/epsia 1993;36:25-8), of 560 patient-visits due
to seizures, injury occurred in 77 seizures and death in 7.
The most common injuries were head contusions and head
lacerations. Though most injuries were minor and required
little or no treatment, the 7 deaths show that seizures are
life-threatening events.

Coffee drinkers should take heed. Animal research has
consistently found caffeine to be teratogenic at high doses,
and to cause decreased foetal weight in rodents. Many
women reduce their caffeine consumption once they are
pregnant (American Journal of Epidemiology 1995;141:61-9),
though 70% to 80% women continue to consume caffeine.
The authors state that ten studies have not shown an associa-
tion between caffeine consumption and preterm labour while
four have. Their own research which employed a case-
control design did not find an adverse effect of the intake
of caffeine on preterm labour.

The number of biomedical journals in the world is in excess
of 30 000. Every time a new journal is launched one wonders
whether it is needed. But Nature Medicine, a new journal
launched by the Nature series of journals is likely to be
received well. The journal plans to publish research articles
of clinical relevance. Given the high quality of articles pub-
lished in Nature and its exacting standards of peer review,
Nature Medicine will be a valuable addition to the frontline
biomedical journals.

Kaposi's sarcoma was a rare skin tumour that was not fatal
in the elderly males of Mediterranean origin in whom it was
seen. But homosexuals with AIDS can get the sarcoma, and
in some of them it is fatal. With the AIDS epidemic Kaposi's
sarcoma is no longer rare, though scientists have not yet
succeeded in finding its cause. Researchers from Columbia
University have suggested (Science 1994;266:1865-70) that
the sarcoma may be caused by a new herpes virus after they
found unique DNA sequences in the Kaposi sarcoma lesions
of patients with AIDS. What is interesting is that the virus
is found very rarely in anyone other than gay men.

Food poisoning is on the rise in England and Wales with a
nearly five-fold increase in the past decade from around 30
cases to 140 cases per 100000 people per year. In the United
States, the Food and Drug Administration reckons that there
may be 24-81 million cases and 10000 deaths from food
poisoning every year. This suggests that a lot of food pro-
duced in western countries is unsuitable for consumption,
and is condemned. But what happens to the food found to
be unsuitable for consumption? An article in the New Scientist
(17 December 1994;1956:29-33) which gives these data also
suggests that industrialized countries may be dumping con-
demned food on developing countries in the form of 'food
aid'.

In the United States of America, the Food and Drugs
Administration (FDA) has said that there is insufficient data
on the safety and efficacy of pedicle screws used in spinal
fixation and has declared them to be experimental (Journal
of Bone and Joint Surgery 1994;768:517-9). Controls on the
use of orthopaedic implants will be introduced this year
throughout Europe. In India, copies of pedicle screws and
other orthopaedic implants are freely available with no stan-
dardization or quality control. There is an urgent need for
regulation.


