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Letter from Australia
As a boy growing up in regional Australia, I looked forward
to reading the section in the Reader’s Digest called ‘Laughter
is the best medicine’. I didn’t realize at the time that sometimes
laughter needs the best medicine. I am referring to those
unfortunate children who suffer from gelastic or ‘laughing’
seizures. This condition, first described by Trousseau in 1877,
was regarded until recently as a particularly intractable form of
epilepsy. It can start in infancy and as time goes by, it can
transform into more complex seizures and be associated with
deteriorating intellectual function. Medications often make
little difference. A possible reason for this is that most children
with gelastic seizures have a hypothalamic hamartoma; as
might be expected with this lesion, some affected children also
suffer from the additional burden of central precocious puberty.
Earlier attempts to resect the hamartomas using a transfrontal
approach gave depressing results, but a new technique developed
by Melbourne neurosurgeon Professor Jeffrey Rosenfeld has
changed that. Rosenfeld and his colleague, paediatric
neurologist Dr Simon Harvey, developed a stereotactic surgical
approach from the top of the head that goes down between the
cerebral hemispheres and through the corpus callosum, allowing
removal of intraventricular and pedunculated lesions with
minimal damage to surrounding structures. The results from
the first 29 cases who had this operation are remarkable: after
resection of the lesion, 76% of children were either seizure-
free or had >90% reduction in seizure frequency. Not only that,
they have minimal (usually transient) endocrine dysfunction
and no cognitive loss. The Melbourne team became deservedly
famous and it was remarkable to see children arriving in
Melbourne from England and the USA to have the operation.
Now other centres have adopted the procedure as the gold
standard.

Some other outstanding discoveries in the field of epilepsy
have come out of Melbourne in the past few years. Leading
neurologist Professor Samuel F. Berkovic, Director of the
Epilepsy Research Centre at Austin Health, together with
two paediatric neurologists, Professor Ingrid E. Scheffer and
Dr A. Simon Harvey, were the first to discover that some of
the most severe forms of familial epilepsy that afflict infants
and children are caused by mutations in the neuronal sodium

channel gene SCN1A. The wider importance of this discovery
hit home on 20 April when the same group published a paper
in Lancet Neurology reporting a study of 14 children and
adults with alleged vaccine-related epilepsy. No less than 11
of these individuals carried de novo mutations in the SCN1A
gene and were therefore predisposed to severe epilepsy,
exonerating the vaccine from blame as the cause of the
condition. As the world gears up to defend its people against
epidemics of diseases such as bird flu, SARS and HIV/AIDS,
any reassurance that vaccination is safer than people thought
is welcome news.
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