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Heart atlacks and the Newcastle
earthquake

To the Editor: | would like ta comment on the arlicle
by Dobson et al. published in the Journal recently.’

The objective of the article is given in the summary
as “'To test the hypothesis that siress generated by
the Newcastle earthquake led 1o increased nisk of heart
attack and coronary death.”

In the article the numbar of heart attacks in the four-
day period atier the sarihquake was compared with the
number of heart atlacks at a corresponding time of vear
N previous years

One may not test an hypothesis using data that one
has used to form that hypothesis, for the same reason
that a bookmaker will not accept a bet on a race atter
that race has been run

The article should have contained a statement of the
hour and date that the study design was agread upon
by the authors If the study design was agreed upon
some days after the earthquake, then the article should
have been presented as the reporting of observations
and not the testing af an hypothesis. This is because
the authors may have had some informatian about the
number of hear! aliacks after the earthquake and this
may have influenced them n their decision to pursue
the testing of the hypothesis.

Laurence W Hose, MB BS
.4 Hrea na A ad, Hadelberg VIC 3084

« HE Piyooln JA, el al Hearl altacks
i) ke . o7/ Aust 1991, 155 757-761
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In reply Aher die Nemcasie earthquake there was
widespread public concern about the health aftects of
the resulting “"stress™ The World Health Organization
MONICA Project — which had been collecting data
according to well established critena for several years
before the earthquake and continued to do so
throughaout the immediate period of the earthquake and
into the future -— provided a means of investigaling the
issue. The Project oifered the potential to yield results
that are more vahd than is possible from the usual
studies in which data are collected retrospectively atter
a disaster,

Our seview of the literalure suggested that we should
investigate two possible outcomes. One outcome,
based on retrospective studies after earihquakes n
Gregce, was that there would be an increase in
coronary deaths in the few days immediataly after the
earthquake '’ The other followed from less specihc
observations ol longer-term nealth consaquences of
disasters ** Thus we analysed our data specilically to
lock at lhese two issues. We assure Dr Rese® the
questhons praceded the answers, nNol vice versa.

Annette J Dobson, PhD
Hilary M Alexander, BA
John A Malcolm. MB BS
Paula L Steele, BMaths
Cenlre for Clinical Epdamictogy and Bu o
Universily of Newcaslle, H_V -
Thais A Mlles, MB BS
Epidemimog B a1
Naw Soulh Wales Deparimenl of Health
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Peslicides and other chemicals In
clgarette tobacco

To the Editor. The Federal Government i1s lo be
congratulatad on recent moves 1o increase the impact
ol health messages an cigarette packets. Decisions
about the content of such messages have 10 balance
the consumsr's “'right to know"' against such Issues
as the need far health information 1¢ be simple and
direct. An interesting case in pont concerns the
presence of chemical residues of Ierally thousands of
toxic substances in taclory-made cigareties, including
arsenic, cyanide, DDT and asbeslos.’ The April 1992
meeting of the Ministaria! Council on Drug Strategy
took the view, praviously adopted by the NHMRC, that
the threat 1o health posed by these substances was tiny
in comparison with that from tar, nicotine and carban
monoxide — substances which are already listed on
all cigarette packets. The underlying ethical dilemma
1s highlightad by findings from a study ot smokars’
views on this subject canducted by the National Centre
for Research Into the Prevention of Drug Abuse.

A telephone survey of 510 smokers aged 1B years
and over drawn from Westarn Australia, New South
Wales and Queensland was conducted. Face-to-face
interviews of 50 adolescent and 210 aduit smokers
wers also conducted

Respondents had high lavels af knowledge about the
presence of tar and micotine in cigarette tobacco but
few ware aware of the presence of carbon menaxide
or of toxic chernicals The Table summarises answers
to the open-ended question “What harmful substances
are found In cigarattes?"” and to closed quastions asked
i the form- “'Is substance x found In cigareties?”. Two
non-existent substances (‘glulone’’ and “monosedium
bromide”’) were included among questions asked in the
Jatter form as a control for respondents’ guessing.

Two-thirds of respondents were aware of the tar yield
of their own cigarettas and had selected their brand on
this basis Cnly 25% could accuratsly recall niceting
levels although many claimed their brand selection was
influenced by thls information

Half the smokers n the three-State survey wanted
more information on cigarette packets before being
informed about the presence ol pesticides in tobacco
The nature of this extra information was quite diverse
Even when informed that the levels of toxic chemicals
\n tobacce posed littie threat to healith, B5% ot
respandents beliaved that tobacco companies shouid
inform smokers about their presence Twe-thirds stated
that pesticide/cherucal warnings which specilically
mentioned arsenic, DDT, lead and asbestos would
induce them to cul down or quit smoking This was

especially frue lor smokers who were alraady contem.
plating gunting and was also true for the majonty qf
those who had said they did not wish to quit pnar 3p
being exposed 1o the warning Eighty-two per cent of
respondents aged 18 years and under stated tha
pesticide/chermical warnings would worry them and
wnduce them (o quit.
it would appear that information about the presence
of toxic chemicals other than lar and micoling 15 bath
new and disturbing 10 smokers Such information magh
provide extra motivation for soma smokers 12 qui
Some would argue that, In any case, consumars haye
a “right lo xnow’ what they are smoking — a vien
which also seems to be held by most smakers
These lindings are reported merely to highight an
elhical dilernma and are not intanded as cnbicism of the
extensive new regulahions proposed for the labelling
of lobacco packets
Timothy R Stockwell, MA{Oxon), MSc, PhD
{Jepuly Direclor
Ma' o'al Centre o1 Research o (he Preventicn of Drug 3nuse

Curtin Universily

GRC Ecx U19B7 Perlh, WA 8001
Aobyn Rutley, BSc(Hons)
Consullant

Reark Research Ply Ll

317 Rokeby Road, Sub YRR
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Cholera in Adelaide

To the Editar. Last year. an editonal in the Journal

discussed the recert pandemic of cholera and its impli-

calion for our communily.' We wish to draw the

attention of your readars 10 a case currently under our

care.

A 58-yearold Caucasian residen of Adelaide
returned home wih diarrhoea after a 10 day visit1o Bali
He had spent his holiday at a recogmised lourst resart
and ealen all his meats at the resori of adjacent
reslaurants He developed crampy lower abdominal
pain and loose stools 36 hours patore returning ta
Australia He becama so ill that he was admitied to
haspital within lwo days of his return 10 Adelade
DOunng his ime in hospilal he raquired 36 L of lluds
intravencusly and on one day alone was qiven 12 Lot
{lwid containing 1800 mmol of sedum and 500 mmaol
ot polassium (normal daily requirement, 2 L luid with
180 mmol of sodium and 80 mmol of potassium). Inthe
first 24 hours of hospitaisation he passed & L of stoal
that was Itlle more than discolourad water
Fascal microscopy on the day of admission was

unhelpful, and no ova, Cysis or parasies were
dentitted It was assurmned thal the patient probably was
suffering a ¢arrhoeal liness caused by an enleroloxin-
producing Escherichiz col (ETEC) The large valume
water-hke diarrhoea persisted and it rapidly becams
apparenl thal this was no ordinary diarrhoea Therefcre

Smokers' awareness of the presence of harmful substances in cigarettes (n=510)

“What harmful subslances

are found 1n cigarenes®’
(% respu i l-ris

"Is substance x
tound in cigarettes?”

Substance naming subsle) (%% answering yes)
Nicoling Tt 98 0%%p°
Tar 53 7% 94 794"
<arbon monoxide 6 7% 53 9047
Arsenic 3 5% 32 5%°
Hydiogen cyanide 0 8¢ 17 1%
oDT 0 6% 18 0%
Hapnthalene 0 B% 12 504
Ammonia 0 2% 17 8Oy
Lead 0 2% 14 7%
Methano! 0 25 7%0"
Asbestos 0 4 7%
“Menosrdium brvmde” 0] 18 200
Solne’ 0 12 7%
Ty ordenls e aclymor - i ova Ihese subsiances lo be harmiul han ey were e 1w0 durmy’ subelances
-y oqoasacy e I, lestsd® it 2ach case)
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