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Tidal volumes on respirators are traditionally set to 10-15 ml/kg
body weight for most adult patients irrespective of the underlying
illness, including adult respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS).
Not a very good idea, thought some doctors who form the ARDS
network. They reduced the tidal volumes to 6 mlJkg and suc-
ceeded in reducing the mortality by 22% in a randomized con-
trolled trial involving more than 800 patients (N Engl ] Med
2000;342:1301-8). Masala chefs always welcome solutions that
do not cost more and save lives.

Whipple's disease was described in 1907 and its bacterial origin
confirmed in 1961. The organism, provisionally named T. whippelii,
was never grown despite efforts by many microbiologists. French
and Canadian scientists have managed to do that finally. They
grew the organisms from the index case, subcultured the strain
and found antibodies to the bacterium in other patients with
Whipple's disease. And we thought that getting publishable
research out of one patient was passe, especially if the journal
was the New England Journal of Medicine (2000;342:620-5).

Colonoscopy is more reliable than a barium enema. Right? Yes,
says a study, which finds that colonoscopy is a more effective
surveillance method than a barium enema in patients who have
undergone colonoscopic polypectomy (N Engl J Med 2000;342:
1766-72). An editorial in the same issue suggests that what is true
for post-polypectomy patients is also true for other indications.
For surveillance and diagnosis barium enemas are perhaps obso-
lete unless the colonoscopic examination is known to be unsatis-
factory.

Carotid endarterectomy is recommended in individuals with 70%
or more stenosis irrespective of whether they are symptomatic.
The idea of course is to prevent strokes. A study of over 1800
patients from Canada, Italy and Australia finds that people with
asymptomatic carotid stenosis are not at increased risk of getting
a stroke. The study questions the recommendation offering
carotid endarterectomy to such people (N Engl J Med 2000;342:
1693-7).

Radiation is good for the cancerous breast but not for adjacent
tissue, and though the mortality form breast cancer reduces, the all
cause mortality may go up; usually from cardiovascular causes.
British researchers have done a meta-analysis of 40 randomized
trials involving nearly 20 000 women, and found that the annual
mortality rate from breast cancer reduced by about 13% but
increased from other causes by about 21% (Lancet 2000;355:
1757-70).

An editorial in the BMJ (2000;320: 1485-6) on radiation adds that
Danish radiotherapists use a technique for radiotherapy which
limits incidental cardiac radiation and in turn reduces the mortality
from cardiac causes. Time to copy the Danes?

Unilateral pallidotomy is of benefit in certain patients with
Parkinsonism, but most studies have documented immediate
benefits. A study from Toronto assessed the long term benefits of
this type of surgery and found sustained benefits after 5 years,
especially for the dyskinesias (N Engl J Med 2000;342: 1708-14).

Statins like lovastatin, simvastatin and pravastatin bring down
cholesterol levels and save people from getting heart attacks or
strokes. But two papers published simultaneously, one from the
USA and the other from UK, find that they also prevent fractures
in elderly people. The case-control studies involved 6000 people
in USA and over 90 000 people in UK. Both showed that those on
statins had significantly fewer fractures as compared to non-statin
lipid-lowering agents such as clofibrate gemfibrozil and cholestyra-
mine (JAMA 2000;283:3211-16"; JAMA 2000;283:3205-10).

The sexual behaviour of homosexuals in London has become
more risky. Three annual surveys of their sexual habits find that
the prevalence of unprotected anal intercourse had increased as
had the rate of anal intercourse with partners whose HIV status
was unknown. The availability of new treatments for AIDS may
have had a deleterious effect on safe sex in homosexuals, say the
authors (BM] 2000;320:1510-11).

People with epilepsy do not know enough about their illness: In a
recent survey of 175 people with epilepsy, 30% believed that
epilepsy is a mental disorder or is contagious; 41% felt it is
appropriate to place an object in the patient's mouth during a
seizure; 25% thought that it was alright to drive a vehicle if they
double the dose or were not alone, and more than half did not
know much about employment regulations. This display of igno-
rance could have been from any developing country. Actually,
it is from a tertiary care centre in Ohio, USA (Epilepsia 2000;41:
727-31).

Aspirin prevents heart attacks and strokes but your systolic blood
pressure has to be well controlled. Otherwise, you are at an
increased risk of bleeding with no protection against strokes and
heart attacks. This is one of the findings of a large randomized
controlled trial conducted in over 100 general practices across UK
to find who benefits particularly from primary prevention with
aspirin (BM] 2000;321: 13-17).

About a billion passengers travel by air each year and a large
number report some health problems while travelling. Travel
medicine is emerging as a subspecialty and a review article (N
Engl J Med 2000;342:1716-24) lists precautions, vaccines and
so on that all of us who advise potential and recent travellers
should read. One chef of Masala did not know that there were
vaccines for Japanese encephalitis, Lyme disease and tick-borne
encephalitis, while the other pretended to know.
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