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Type-I diabetes is in reality end-stage pancreatic beta cell disease.
The T cell-mediated autoimmune process of beta cell destruction
starts a few years before the presentation of diabetes and it is
already too late. Immunosuppressive therapy with cyclosporine
has been shown to have non-sustained benefits. Monoclonal anti-
CD3 antibody therapy was tried in a phase IIII study involving 24
recently diagnosed type-I diabetics (N EnglJ Med 2002;346: 1692-
8). The subjects were randomized to receive a course of anti-CD 3
antibody or placebo. Insulin production was maintained or in-
creased after one year in amajority of the subjects who received the
antibody (p=O.OI).

The practice of modern medicine is dominated by the capitalistic
drives of individuals, be it healthcare providers or patients, in the
form of increasing specialization and use of technology. A recent
analysis from the USA measured the relation between neonatal
mortality and supply of neonatologists or neonatal intensive care
beds. The risk of neonatal death was lower in regions with 4.3
neonatologists/10 000 births than those with 2.7 neonatologists.
However, a further increase in the number of neonatologists was
not associated with greater benefits (N Eng/J Med2002;346:1538-
44). While it is possible that too much of a good thing is not good
enough, this should totally undermine the progress in medicine.
The areas with a very low supply of neonatologists experienced
inferior outcomes. Further, the current study demonstrated a
mortality benefit; it did not measure softer outcomes such as
cognitive functions.

'War on roads' is an apt title for the May 2002 issue of BMf.
Commenting on road safety, the World Health Organization chief
states that more people die on the roads than from malaria. The
same issue carries a study that links the risk of a car crash with
driver sleepiness. This case-control study involved drivers who
had been involved in major car crashes and found a strong
association between measures of acute sleepiness and risk of a
major accident. The authors recommend avoiding driving when
sleepy or sleep deprived, or between 2 a.m. and 5 a.m. (BMf
2002;324: 1125-8).

Having trouble with antibiotics? Take a probiotic. Probiotics (also
called biotherapeutic agents) are live microbial supplements
such as lactobacilli and a host of other microbes with specific
properties that also inhibit the growth of pathogenic bacteria.
These are believed to preserve the endogenous microbial flora.
A meta-analysis (BMJ2002;324: 1361-4) that included 9 double-
blind, placebo-controlled trials revealed that administration of
probiotics with antibiotics reduced the odds of developing diar-
rhoea by 0.37 (0.26-0.53, p<0.05).

Lower respiratory tract infections are a common cause of morbid-
ity and mortality in children. Malnutrition makes things worse. A
large, randomized, placebo-controlled, community-based study
was carried out in a slum community in Delhi to study the effect
of zinc supplementation on pneumonia in children from 6 months
to 3 years of age (BMf 2002;324: 1358-61). The study included
2482 subjects. Almost one-third of the children had low serum
zinc levels at baseline. Zinc supplementation did not reduce the
number oflower respiratory tract infections but led to a substantial
decline in the incidence of pneumonia.

Thrombopoietin is the new addition to the existing repertoire of
haematopoietic growth factors in clinical use. Platelet transfu-
sions are costly and are associated with a risk of alloimmunization.
In a cross-over study involving 20 subjects with gynaecological
malignancies, prior to the administration of chemotherapy, plate-
let harvesting was done after two doses of recombinant thrornbo-
poietin. The median number of platelets collected was 53 units
per patient. The platelet count increment after transfusion of
cryopreserved autologous and fresh allogenic platelet transfu-
sions was comparable. There were major serious adverse events
during autologous platelet transfusion (Lancet 2002;359:2145-
52).

Cytomegalovirus (CMV) is an important pathogen in solid organ
transplant recipients. Prevention and treatment of CMV infection
in these patients is an area of active study. The role of pre-emptive
treatment with oral ganciclovir was studied in liver transplant
recipients who had positive results of CMV polymerase chain
reaction within 8 weeks of transplantation but no concomitant
CMV disease. This placebo-controlled, randomized study in-
cluded 69 patients and showed a remarkable benefit of treatment
in preventing both CMV infection and disease (p<0.022 and
p<0.003, respectively). The benefit was also seen in case ofCMV-
negative recipients receiving the organ from CMV-positive do-
nors (f Infect Dis 2002;185:854-60).

Benign hyperplasia of the prostate (BHP) is an inevitable conse-
quence of ageing. It seems healthy eating may promise a smaller
prostate too. According to a study involving 3523 subjects with
BHP and 24388 controls, the odds ratio of having BHP was
higher with increasing total energy intake. This was also true for
increasing energy-adjusted protein intake and consumption of
specific long chain polyunsaturated fatty acids. The authors
speculated a role for oxidative stress in the pathogenesis of BHP.
Yet another reason to take an apple a day and keep the oxidative
stress away (Am J Clin Nutr 2002;75:689-97).

Another huge multicentric trial on atherovascular disease has
been reported that answers some interesting questions. The MRCI
BHF Heart Protection Study from the UK elicited the role of
simvastatin in adults with coronary artery disease, other occlusive
arterial disease or diabetes. Over 20000 individuals participated
in this multicentric, randomized, placebo-controlled study. There
was a significant reduction in all-cause mortality (12.9% v.
14.7%, peO.0003) and other outcomes of interest such as non-fatal
myocardial infarction and coronary death, stroke, and need for
coronary and non-coronary revascularization. The results were
true for individuals with normal low density lipoprotein and total
cholesterol, women and the elderly. The accompanying editorial
emphasizes the additive benefit of aspirin, lipid lowering, smok-
ing cessation, beta-blockers and ACE inhibitors that could pro-
vide> 75% cumulative risk reduction in occlusive arterial disease
(Lancet 2002;360:7-22). The trial design had incorporated an-
other study arm that showed a lack of efficacy of antioxidant
vitamins in preventing vascular complications.

The major recent news came from the Women's Health Initiative
trial. This ambitious project was aimed at establishing the risk-
benefits of hormone replacement therapy (HRT) in post-rneno-
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pausal women. The oestrogen with progestin component of this
randomized, controlled, primary prevention trial (planned dura-
tion, 8.5 years) enrolled 16608 postmenopausal women 50-79
years of age with an intact uterus at baseline. The main outcome
measures were coronary heart disease (CHO) and invasive
breast cancer. After a mean follow up of 5.2 years, the trial has
been stopped because analysis indicated risks exceeding ben-
efits. Absolute excess risks per 10 000 person-years attributable
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to oestrogen with progestin were 7 more CHO events, 8 more
strokes, 8 more pulmonary embolisms, and 8 more invasive
breast cancers, while absolute risk reductions per 10 000 person-
years were 6 fewer colorectal cancers and 5 fewer hip fractures
(JAMA 2002;288:321-33).
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News from here and there
Telemedicine connects villages in Andhra Pradesh with the

world ...
Telemedicine is picking up in a big way in Andhra Pradesh.
Hospitals in rural areas use customized software integrated with
computer hardware, and are connected to large metropolitan
hospitals through the INSAT satellite system. This facilitates
transmission of a patient's medical images, records, output from
medical devices and also 'live' two-way audio and video commu-
nication. Doctors in remote areas can interact with experts in large
hospitals and seek their guidance and advice regarding patient
management.
ISRO's SHAR Hospital, Sriharikota and Aragonda Apollo

Hospitals, Chittoor District, Andhra Pradesh have been connected
to Apollo Hospitals, Chennai. Thanks to the efforts of the Govern-
ment of Andhra Pradesh, the CARE Foundation and Apollo
Hospitals, Andhra Pradesh Vaidya Vidhan Parishad (APVVP)
envisages networking of all the 23 district hospitals and 100 area
hospitals which will in turn be linked by satellite with the CARE
Foundation Hospitals, Osmania Hospital and Nizam' s Institute of
Medical Sciences at Hyderabad. While this seems to be an
inexpensive and efficacious healthcare delivery system, time
alone will test the viability and practical feasibility ofthis model.

..• and the HIV menace continues
Yet another incident where a marriage was stopped at the last
minute because the bridegroom was found to be HIV positive has
come to light. During the marriage ceremony, a phone call alerted
the bride's relatives regarding the HIV -seropositive status of the
groom. The elders intervened, ascertained the facts and called off
the marriage. Ethicists have questioned the suggestion that there
be premarital HIV screening of the bride and the groom to prevent
this kind of situation from arising. However, no easy solution
seems to be in sight.

ALLADI MOHAN, Tirupati, Andhra Pradesh

Doctors under siege in Tamil Nadu ...
Recently, there have been incidents of doctors being assaulted
by the public in Chennai. The first incident occurred at the
Kilpauk Medical College Hospital. A patient died soon after
childbirth and the obstetrician was assaulted. It was reported
that the relatives felt that the patient had been neglected,
leading to her death. In the second incident, which occurred at
the Stanley Medical College, a young man who had sustained
a fracture of the shaft of the femur died soon after admission.
The doctor and a male nursing attendant were manhandled. The
relatives alleged that the attendant had demanded money for
doing his job. A few months ago, a neurosurgeon in Trichy was
suspended by the government for allegedly demanding bribes
for treating patients in the government hospital. Public percep-
tion is that corruption is rampant in government hospitals. It is
believed that almost all the lower-level staff demand bribes for
doing their jobs. They have powerful unions and no govern-
ment has been willing to discipline them. It is suspected that
some doctors also resort to unethical practices such as using the
lower-level staff to divert patients to their private clinics. An
initiative of the government to make the public sector health
services full time starting with the medical colleges came to
naught, partly due to a lack of will on the part of the govern-
ment, and partly due to hectic lobbying against it by the Tamil
Nadu Government Doctors Association (TNGDA). The TNGDA
oppossed the move because it would mean that the doctors have
to give up their lucrative private practices. Their argument that
not allowing practice would lead to an exodus of 'competent'
doctors sounds thin when one realizes that some of the best
institutions in the country such as the Christian Medical Col-
lege, Vellore and the All India Institute of Medical Sciences,
New Delhi among others, do not permit their staff to engage in
private practice. On the other hand, one would be hard put to
name any excellent government medical institution where
practice is permitted.


