Nouvelles et analyses

Worldwide
decline in health
cause for alarm

International experts made a plea for
global action in the face of the declin-
ing state of health worldwide during
the sixth Canadian Conference on In-
ternational Health this fall.

The expert evidence came fast and
furious. Maternal deaths haven’t de-
creased in the past 20 years, and Africa
has witnessed 50% of the world’s AIDs
cases. Worldwide, 1 billion people —
70% of them are women — live in
poverty on less than a dollar a day; 2.9
billion people live on less than $2 a day.

“We need to reduce the inequities,”
said Dr. David Brandling-Bennett,
deputy director of the Pan American
Health Organization. Low- and mid-
dle-class people account for 84% of
the world’s population and 90% of the
disease burden, but only 11% of health
care expenditures.

In a 1995 assessment of the burden
of disease due to selected risk factors,
malnutrition topped the list, followed
by unsafe water and poor sanitation,
unsafe sex, alcohol, indoor air pollu-
tion and tobacco.

“Each area, each country is differ-
ent and we can’t bring the same
health to all,” Maria Minna, Canada’s
Minister of International Coopera-
tion, said during the conference’s
opening session.

“We need greater cooperation,
greater information exchange, greater
political will,” said Dr. Ilona Kickbusch,
head of the Division of International
Health at Yale University. She wants a
roundtable created to bring people to-
gether to develop global health stan-
dards, with new funding methods.
“Canadians could lead in this develop-
ment. They have a history of innova-
tion in international health.”

“It’s not just the right thing to do,”
concluded Canada’s Minna, “it’s also
in our best interest to promote health
worldwide.” — Barbara Sibbald, CMA]

Not kid’s stuff

The invention of Pablum is one of the Toronto
Hospital for Sick Children’s many claims to fame.
This breakfast of millions, which is featured on
one of the new Millennium Collection stamps
from Canada Post, was concocted in 1931 by pe-
diatrician Frederick Tisdall and his collaborators,
Drs. Alan Brown and T.G.H. Drake. They were
dismayed by the lack of minerals and vitamins in
most baby and infant cereals. After researching
and testing for nearly 2 years, they came up with
Pablum, a pre-cooked cereal. The hospital contin-

ues to collect royalties on the product.
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Popularity of pot worries Quebec MDs

You can call it grass, herb, pot or
weed, but whatever you call it Quebec
adolescents are smoking marijuana a
lot. A team of researchers at McGill
University and Université de Montréal
estimates that a third of 15- and 16-
year-old Quebec teens have smoked
marijuana more than 5 times. Of that
group, 74% use the drug at school,
and 64% are bicycling, in-line skating
and swimming while under its influ-
ence. The results were published re-
cently in the Journal of the American
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychia-
try (1999;38[7]:900-7).

Dr. Mark Zoccolillo, a psychiatrist
at the Montreal Children’s Hospital
and the lead author, wonders why
chronic marijuana use by teens is
rarely discussed. “I don’t know why
people don’t talk about it. Adolescents
really dive into it — it becomes part
of daily life. What kind of drug is this,
when such a high proportion are us-
ing it and spending much of their day
high? Is this a drug that is reinforcing
its own use?”

The research group interviewed a
cohort of almost 2000 Quebec teens
who had been evaluated at regular in-
tervals since kindergarten. The sample
was divided into 2 groups, 1 that was
randomly selected to represent various
regions of the province and another
that comprised children who had been
identified in kindergarten as disruptive
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by parents and teachers. There were no
significant differences between the 2
groups in terms of drug-related prob-
lems — randomly selected 15- and 16-
year-olds were just as likely as high-risk
teens to use marijuana, and to use it of-
ten. This dispels the myth that only
troubled teenagers or those from im-
poverished backgrounds use drugs rou-
tinely. However, Zoccolillo says it re-
mains to be seen whether teens who
have an early history of behavioural
problems begin to use illegal drugs at a
younger age or progress to using hard
drugs more often than their peers.
Although alcohol is cited more of-
ten in high school prevention pro-
grams, the study found that drinking is
not as pervasive as marijuana use.
Once past the threshold of using ille-
gal drugs more than 5 times — this ac-
counted for two-thirds of the sample
members who had ever tried drugs —
adolescents incorporated marijuana
into their daily lives. This was not true
of alcohol, which tended to be con-
sumed less frequently. Adolescents
were found to be less likely to drink in
the morning or to be drunk at school
or while playing sports or driving a
car. Zoccolillo states that given the
high rates of marijuana use in teens,
family physicians and pediatricians
should include queries about use of
the drug whenever they examine ado-
lescents. — Susan Pinker, Montreal



