Hepatitis: All in a
day’s work

Hepatitis B, non-infectious serum hepa-
titis, has been identified for the past two
decades as an occupational risk in all med-
ical professions. Oncology wards and he-
modialysis units have been marked as
high-risk areas of hepatitis B exposure,
and the relative risk of infection in differ-
ent medical occupations has been exam-
ined. Now, Alexander E. Denes and co-
workers at the Hepatitis Laboratories Di-
vision of the U.S. Department of Health,
Education and Welfare in Phoenix, Ariz.,
have completed the first nationwide sur-
vey to identify the risk of infection associ-
ated with particular medical specialities
and to define which specialities might
benefit most from a soon-to-be-developed
vaccine.

A serum test for hepatitis B antibody
was given to 1,192 physicians attending
three American Medical Association meet-
ings during 1975 and 1976. The results, re-
ported in the Jan. 16 JOURNAL OF THE
AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION, indicate
the risk of infection for all doctors is five
and a quarter times that of the general
population, represented by a control
group of first-time volunteer blood
donors. Because hepatitis B infection is
associated with exposure to blood and
blood products, it is not surprising that
surgeons and pathologists were found to
have the highest incidence of infection,
more than 25 percent in each group. Infec-
tion rates for other specialities were simi-
lar to that for all physicians. Recom-
mendations for immunization arising from
this and future studies “would focus on
high-risk categories [such as surgeons
and pathologists] who obviously would
benefit [from immunization] early in train-
ing,” co-author James B. Maynard told
ScieNce News. Although no regional or
geographic differences were found, 27.2
percent of urban physicians tested posi-
tive, compared to 15.6 percent of rural
doctors, which “reflects the patient popu-
lation,” Maynard said. Only 31 percent of
the antibody positive doctors recalled
having the disease, suggesting that the
majority of cases were either asympto-
matic or so non-specific they were mis-
diagnosed. According to the report, the
risk of hepatitis B infection rises sharply
with internship and continues to climb
into practice, while the risk of other forms
of hepatitis remains constant. This con-
firms that hepatitis B, rather than other
forms of hepatitis, is an occupational risk
in medical professions, Maynard said.

Such results were expected by the
Arizona group, Maynard said, but they may
be surprising to doctors. And they may be
frightening to patients who think their
doctors may pass on the disease. On the
contrary, Maynard said, “In general, physi-
cians are at more risk of getting hepatitis
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from their patients than the patients are
from the doctors.” But some physicians
have over-reacted to that risk, he said,
noting that some pathologists have re-
fused to perform certain autopsies and
some dentists want serological screening
of all patients. “The whole thing is a sensi-
tive issue — that of the interface between
physician and patient. 1 believe we have to
look at it ethically. We're committed to
patient care and if the physician is careful
he can minimize the risk. It just takes a
little knowledge and effective health
measures.” O

te: Possible

Pot upda
motor effects

Marijuana research results, like studies
of potentially cancer-causing agents, con-
tinue to grow more unwieldy and confus-
ing. But, at least for now, the type of poor-
ly controlled studies with exaggerated
results that abounded several years ago
appear to have died down, replaced by
somewhat more realistic, if less spectacu-
lar efforts.

Among the latest significant results is a
report from the University of Trondheim,
Norwegian Institute of Technology, pub-
lished in the December PERCEPTUAL AND
Motor SkiLLs, and a study of possible
brain effects by Robert G. Heath of Tulane
University. The Norwegian researcher,
Tarald O. Kvalseth, analyzed “the possible
effects of marijuana on complex reaction
time and motor control.”

Although other studies have looked at
similar effects, Kvalseth notes that such
research has not only had “conflicting
findings,” but has ignored “motor control
of accurate arm movements aimed at a
target” — movements that could possibly
relate to driving a car, operating machin-
ery or any other process requiring both
quick reaction and accurate arm coordi-
nation. His findings indicate that while
marijuana does not seem to affect reaction
or speed of movement, it can reduce the
accuracy of such movements.

The researcher tested six “experienced
marijuana users,” all undergraduate
males, 21 to 24 years old. Each subject
underwent a series of tests after not smok-
ing, smoking lightly or smoking heavily
(three to four cigarettes). One experiment
required the men to react to a stimulus by
pressing an appropriate button; a second
called for them to tap back and forth witha
stylus between two parallel metal plates,
as fast as possible without over- or under-
shooting the targets; a third involved a
variation on the second experiment, using
rotary arm movements rather than linear
movements to hit the targets.

Kvalseth reports that marijuana:
® “Did not have a statistically significant
effect on reaction time.”

o “Significantly reduced” (or speeded up)
the movement time between the two
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targets in straight-line movements but had
no effect on the time of rotary actions.

o Increased error rates (as marijuana
dosage increased) in hitting the targets in
both linear and circular movements. Aver-
age error increased from 7 percent for lin-
ear and 8 percent for rotary with no mari-
juana to 25 percent for linear and 14 per-
cent for rotary with high doses.

In his experiments on two rhesus mon-
keys, Heath reports what appears to be
tiny but permanent changes in the brain—
primarily in the form of an enlargement of
the synaptic cleft regions, gaps across
which nerve cells transmit signals. Heath
has reported such negative changes be-
fore, but with much higher doses, where
THC (marijuana’s active component) was
injected directly into the monkey'’s lungs.
In this case, the monkeys were trained to
smoke the equivalent of one marijuana
cigarette a day, five days a week for six
months. But he cautioned that it is un-
known whether similar changes take place
in human brains, and that the behavioral
changes that may be induced by the brain
change in monkeys is unknown.

Possibly casting further doubt on the
new Heath findings are two studies — one
at Harvard University and one at Washing-
ton University in St. Louis and the Univer-
sity of Kansas — that found no brain dam-
age or shrinkage (contrary to British re-
ports several years before) among heavy
marijuana smokers (SN: 4/2/77, p. 222).
The men in both studies were examined
with computerized brain scans. 0O

IUE satellite launched

The first International Ultraviolet Ex-
plorer, a satellite designed around a tele-
scope that will look at the sky’s UV
sources, which are virtually invisible from
below earth’s atmosphere, was success-
fully launched on Jan. 26. Besides NAsA,
the cooperative project is being spon-
sored by the European Space Agency and
the British Science Research Council.
Nearly 200 astronomers from 17 countries
including the Soviet Union have already
been selected to conduct experiments
with 1Ug, which will include planetary as
well as stellar targets. The satellite’s tele-
scope will cover the spectral region from
1150 to 3200 Angstroms, and is operated
from the NasAa Goddard Space Flight Cen-
ter in Greenbelt, Md. O

Laetrile case-record review

Although animal tests to date have
largely found Laetrile ineffective as a
cancer drug (SN: 8/6/77, p. 92), thousands
of U.S. cancer patients continue to clamor
for it. Consequently, the National Cancer
Institute has now announced that, within
the next few months, it will attempt to
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