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n April 9, US Food and Drug Administration advisers heard that there is still no definitive research on whether use of cellular telephones and other wireless devices can cause brain cancer or other health effects. Russell Owen, acting chief of the FDA’s Radiation Biology Branch, said there is ongoing private, governmental, and WHO research, but that it will take some years before results emerge. Despite the lack of evidence, many consumers believe that cellphones cause brain cancer, which has led to a dozen suits against US manufacturers. A spokesman for the Cellular Telephone Industry Association says that its products are safe—but it has committed $25 million to research. Cellphones also interfere with devices such as defibrillators, ventilators, and pacemakers according to a 1996 joint cellphone–pacemaker industry study. The FDA is developing standards for medical instruments to protect them from interference.
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Study reveals extent of Canada’s overprescribing nappropriate drug prescribing is causing unnecessary hospital admissions and visits to doctors offices, according to a study of Canadian prescription patterns published last week. The study, funded by the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers’ Association of Canada and done by a behavioural epidemiologist, Robert Coambs (University of Toronto Centre for Health Promotion) projects that 1–3% of all hospital admissions, and 1–4% of all visits to doctors’ offices, are the result of inappro- Much too much priate prescribing. Coambs estimated that inappropriate drug prescribing was costing Canadian taxpayers at least Can$2·5 billion per year to cover costs associated with unnecessary illness, disability, and death. Although critics have charged that drug industry promotions have been a primary cause of inappropriate drug prescribing,
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Coambs concluded there is little evidence to support that proposition because some of the most flagrant problems involve the use of generic drugs. Although drug promotion may be a factor, the study concludes that several other factors are also at play, including: patient demand; lack of treatment guidelines for doctors; lack of awareness within the medical profession about prescription guidelines; and overly aggressive or overly conservative prescribing by doctors. The study, which was based on a review of national and international studies, estimates that as many as half of the 26 million antibiotic prescriptions dispensed in Canada annually are unnecessary. Among the most flagrant abuses is the inappropriate prescribing of benzodiazepines to elderly patients. Science Photo Library



No answer on health effects of cellphones
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Canada’s tobacco-advertising law Canada’s controversial new tobacco-advertising legislation faces a critical test this week as the bill heads to the Senate floor for its third and final reading. The government is hoping that it has the numbers to defeat proposed opposition amendments. The third reading is scheduled for April 15 but the opposition Progressive Conservatives have made it clear they will propose amendments which, if passed, will return the bill to the House of Commons for reconsideration. In such an event, the bill would probably die on the order paper—as is widely expected.



apanese health officials are preparing to prevent an outbreak of O157 Escherichia coli on a scale similar to last year’s. 126 people have been infected, of whom one has died. The death late last month startled public-health officials into disseminating food-preparation guidelines for small and medium sized outlets. Similar guidelines for larger institutions that serve food were distributed after last year’s epi-



demic, which infected 9451 people and left 12 dead. The main outbreak then was in elementary schools in Sakai City, Osaka; the source was believed to be radish sprouts. A national association of radish growers and the owners of Habikino Farm, which has been described as the originator of the infection, have filed compensation suits against the government. Ed Gutierrez



Brazil takes action on violence and torture week after a television broadcast of military policemen beating and torturing people in Diadema, São Paulo, Brazil’s president Fernando Henrique Cardoso created a National Secretariat of Human Rights. At the same time, he sanctioned a bill criminalising torture. A report to be released later this month by the non-governmental organisation, Human Rights Watch, says that 249 people were killed by the police in São Paulo. The brutality is not considered exceptional.
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The newly appointed head of the secretariat said that his agency’s first measure will be to study and attempt to improve the structures of the military and civilian police. The bill on torture should also lead to less impunity. Until now, torture has been considered bodily harm— thus not included in the penal code. Now a person guilty of torture will face from 2 years of imprisonment up to 18 years if the victim dies.



USA approves delaviridine The US Food and Drug Administration approved Pharmacia & Upjohn’s delaviridine mesylate (Rescriptor) on April 7. The HIV-1 drug, a non-nucleoside reverse transcriptase inhibitor, was found to have weak efficacy by an FDA advisory panel in November, which had split on whether to recommend approval.
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