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Mexico has reported a progressive increase
in multiple sclerosis (MS) over the past 20
years. A study of 82 patients with relapsing-
remitting multiple sclerosis found that 13 of
15 patients with relapse had Varicella zoster
viral DNA in the peripheral mononuclear
cells, but all 67 patients who were tested in
remission were negative. Serum antibodies
to the virus were similar in the groups. It’s
still unclear whether the virus participates in
the pathogenesis or is an epiphenomenon
of relapsing multiple sclerosis (Archives of
Neurology 2004;61:529-32).

Inequalities in health are often linked to dif-
ferences in education, but a study from rural
China shows that education serves as a more
powerful mediator among women than
men. Gender differences in health inequali-
ties might be explained by the differences in
work conditions, income, lifestyles, and use
of healthcare services. The authors say that
the education related differences they
identified remained significant after income
and occupation effects were controlled for,
which suggests an independent effect of
education, probably through health related
behaviours (American Journal of Public Health
2004;94:1713-6).

Computer technology skills among Tanza-
nian medical students are low, but a pilot
study that uses UK students on elective
placement to teach basic computing skills
shows potential (www.biomedcentral.com/
1471-2458/4/37). Five hours of training in
peer mentoring produced a doubling of
competency scores, but bridging the digital
divide will require greater computer access
as well as better skills.

Global Health Watch is a new report that
intends to mobilise civil society to produce
an alternative to WHO’s World Health
Report. It’s been set up partly in response to
the miserable failure of ambitious pro-
grammes such as Health for All, which was
agreed at the end of the 1970s, and the likely
similar fate of the targets set out in the Mil-
lennium Development Goals for 2015, and
it’s due to be launched officially at the
People’s Health Assembly in Ecuador in July
2005. Emphasis will be placed on the
broader determinants of health (education,
water, food, the environment, etc) rather
than single issue advocacy (PLoS Medicine
2004;1:31-2).

Japanese researchers may have discovered
how to block an essential step in the
transmission of malaria. They’ve found a
gene in the Plasmodium parasite, which
causes malaria, and which seems to be
responsible for allowing the parasite to enter

the mosquito’s gut. Disruption of the MAOP
(membrane attack ookinete protein) gene
produced mutant parasites that then failed
to access the mosquito gut (www.pnas.org/
cgi/doi/101073/pnas.0406187101).

A review of whether Brazilian doctors stick to
antiretroviral treatment guidance and moni-
toring for HIV infected patients is reassuring.
Just 2% of patient records reported the use of
inappropriate drug regimens as defined by
national Brazilian guidelines. Formal advice
on laboratory monitoring is not specified, but
during the study period most patients had at
least one CD4+ cell count or viral load meas-
urement, which is appropriate for patients
living in places with constrained resources
(AIDS Care 2004;16:834-40).

An educational programme targeting poor
middle aged women in Turkey with high
blood pressure has proved useful in
reducing blood pressure and obesity. The
randomised controlled trial assessed the
effects of teaching women about their diet
(reducing fried food and salt and increasing
the consumption of boiled foods) and taking
regular exercise. In all cases the intervention
group make huge lifestyle changes com-
pared with the control group (Croatian
Medical Journal 2004;45:477-82).

The African Journal of Traditional,Complemen-
tary and Alternative Medicines was launched
last month and will appear three times a
year. It’s published by www.africanethno
medicines.net which is committed to free
and permanent access, and encourages wide
dissemination for teaching and reference
purposes.

A three year prospective observational study
of health outcomes in schizophrenia in
North Africa and the Middle East reflects
clinical practice in Turkey, Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, and Algeria. Over half of the 1400
non-hospitalised patients were overweight
or obese at the start of the study, and most of
them were not functioning well socially or
personally. Substance and alcohol abuse was
not a problem in this population. Most were
being treated with oral or depot antipsy-
chotics, and the commonest side effects were
loss of libido, impotence, and sexual
dysfunction (South African Psychiatric Review
2004;7:27-34).

Retaining good nurses is a problem not only
in the United Kingdom. Western recruiting
agencies have been blamed for the “brain
drain” of health workers from developing
countries. A questionnaire study published
in the forthcoming issue of the Malawi

Medical Journal indicates that the critical fac-
tors that encourage people to leave the pub-
lic health sector in Malawi include poor
salaries, heavy workloads, and lack of
promotional opportunities. Sound familiar?

A young male farmer presented with acute onset
warm, superficial, bright red “lines” on the flexor
aspects of his right forearm and arm following
tender, erythematous nodules on the right index
finger and the wrist, with a high grade fever and
tender regional lymphadenopathy. He had milked a
cow with “boils” on its teats 10 days earlier. A
clinical diagnosis of “milker’s nodule” was
confirmed after biopsy of the nodule. Superficial
lymphangitis can be a presenting symptom of
milker’s nodule, and the diagnosis is suspected from
the occupational history. The condition is caused by
direct inoculation of the Parapoxvirus, with the
commonest sites being the fingers.
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