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Tobacco kills half its users. Two large epidemiological studies
from China investigating the relationship between tobacco use
and death (BMl 1998;317:1411-22, 1423-4) showed that one-
third of young men in China today will die of tobacco-related
illnesses by middle or old age. Worldwide, four million people
will die from tobacco-related causes in 2000. Of these, half will
be in rich and half in poor countries. By 2030, ten million will die
due to tobacco-related illnesses, and nearly three-quarters of these
will be in the poor countries. Thus tobacco use is indeed increas-
ingly becoming a problem of the developing world. The same
issue of theBMl (1998;317: 1405) reports that smoking is increas-
ing among university students in the United States. A professor at
the Harvard School of Public Health found that between 1993 and
1997 the prevalence of cigarette smoking among university
students increased by 28%. These findings are based on surveys
involving over a hundred universities and 15000 students, done
primarily to study their drinking habits.

The Minnesota tobacco trial of 1994, in which the state of
Minnesota sued the tobacco industry is now a legend. The story
of deception indulged in by the tobacco industry since 1953, when
the first reports linking cigarettes and lung cancer appeared, is
unfolding. The industry knew and intemally acknowledged that
nicotine is an addictive drug, and low tar and low nicotine varieties
could capture health-conscious smokers. An article published in
JAMA (1998;280:1173-80) calls for an appropriate legislative
and public policy response to the industry's behaviour and says
that it should not be granted legal or financial immunity.

Does acupuncture work? This was the subject of a consensus
conference of the National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, re-
ported in lAMA (1998;280: 1518-24). Although there have been
many studies, report the experts, most results have been equivocal
owing to sample size and design errors. However, promising
results that warrant further research have emerged in the treatment
of adult postoperative pain, chemotherapy-induced nausea and
vomiting, and postoperative dental pain. Several papers pub-
lished in the same issue of lAMA show that 4 out of 10Americans
use alternative medicine such as acupuncture, biofeedback,
homoeopathy, spiritual healing, herbs, folk remedies, hypnosis,
magnets, and relaxation therapy. In 1997, they spent US $27
billion on such interventions, and the majority were seeking to
prevent illness rather than find cure. Less than 40% of them talked
to their doctors about alternative medicine, and often the doctors
were unable to answer their questions.

Four landmark papers on diabetes, from the UK Prospective
Diabetes Study Group, were published in September 1998, two
in the BMJ (1998;317:703-20) and two in the Lancet (1998;
352:837--65). The largest and longest study in the history of
diabetes found the following answers:

- Tightly controlling blood glucose concentrations with sulpho-
nylureas or insulin does reduce the risk of microvascular
complications in patients with Type II diabetes.

- Metformin is beneficial in overweight diabetic patients with
respect to all-cause mortality, diabetes-related death and
morbidity, and hence could be chosen as first-line treatment
in overweight diabetics.

- Tight blood pressure control in Type II diabetics with hyper-
tension is beneficial in reducing diabetes-related deaths,
and micro- and macrovascular diabetic complications.

- ACE inhibitors and beta-blockers are equally effective in
reducing the incidence of micro- and macrovascular comp-
lications of diabetes in Type II diabetics with hypertension.

Laughter as a seizure-inducing behaviour is well recognized, and
such seizures are called gelastic seizures. But smiling as part of a
seizure has not been clearly recognized, say the authors of a brief
communication in Epilepsia 1998;39:1357-60. During video
EEG recording, they found that 5 of 86 patients with partial
seizures showed behaviour which included an ictal smile. Two
had parietal and three temporal lobe seizures. The EEG was
abnormal on the right side in all the patients; two had an additional
focus on the left side. Thus smiling during a seizure does not mean
that the patient has pseudo seizures.

Directly Observed Treatment, Short-Course (DOTS) for tubercu-
losis is the approved strategy by the World Health Organization
and is widely believed to improve the patient's adherence to treat-
ment. However, a randomized controlled trial with 216 patients
from Kayelitsha in South Africa (Lancet 1998;352: 1340-3) finds
that self-administered treatment was just as good. DOTS is more
expensive and the South African trial was done because the
health authorities could not cope with the burden of work that
DOTS generated. India has several million untreated patients
with tuberculosis and this study done in another developing
country has important implications for those who decide health
policy.

Coronary angioplasty is believed to be cheaper than coronary
artery bypass graft surgery. But the long term results of Random-
ized Intervention Treatment of Angina (RITA=961), amulti centre
UK study, show that the health care costs and effectiveness of the
two are similar (Lancet 1998;352:1419-25). This is because
patients who undergo angioplasty may need further vasculariza-
tion procedures increasing the overall costs. This trial was started
when coronary stents were still not part of routine coronary
interventional practice. The findings remain relevant because
nearly half of the percutaneous translurninal coronary angioplasties
done in the UK are not followed by stent placement.

Many of the medical interventions we carry out have no evidence
(from randomized controlled trials) that they work. Radiotherapy
following surgical resection for a single metastasis in the brain is
standard clinical practice. However, till recently, randomized
controlled trials had not been done to prove its effectiveness. A
randomized controlled trial done in the United States involving
nearly 100 patients has shown that postoperative radiotherapy is
superior to surgery alone in the management of a solitary me-
tastasis in the brain (JAMA 1998;280:1485-9). Good to know that
we sometimes do the right thing intuitively.
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