The Pill gets
passing grade

A ten-year study of more than 16,000
women has failed to find a relationship
between oral contraceptive use and cir-
culatory, respiratory or reproductive
problems — at least among the young,
white, middle class women in the study.

“However, oral contraceptive users in
this population tend to have certain per-
sonal habits which put them at greater risk
of developing possibly serious types of
diseases,” says research director Savitri
Ramcharan of the Kaiser-Permanente
Medical Center in Walnut Creek, Calif.
Among these habits: intercourse at a
young age and multiple sex partners,
which have been linked with cervical
cancer; significantly higher exposure to
sunlight, which is correlated with the in-
creased incidence of malignant melanoma
among Pill users in the study; and smok-
ing, which increases the risk of circulatory
disease. The researchers also found a
lower incidence of nonmalignant cystic
breast disease among Pill users.

Ramcharan warns that evaluation of the
long-term effects of contraceptives is still
in the future: “With respect to certain con-
ditions, such as major cancers and is-
chemic heart disease, the length of the
period is to be counted in decades.”

Meanwhile, young women are appar-
ently worried about the Pill. A survey of
2,600 teenagers in metropolitan areas by
Johns Hopkins University researchers
shows that Pill use dropped from 33 per-
cent in 1976 to 19 percent in 1979. In the
same time, the percentage of unmarried
teenagers who had sexual intercourse be-
fore age 19 jumped from 60 to 70 percent.(

Sons and mothers:
Infertility and DES

It's not just daughters of women who
took diethylstilbestrol to prevent miscar-
riage who have cause for concern, accord-
ing to researchers at the University of
Washington in Seattle. Using a new fertility
test, the scientists checked 17 DEs sons
who have not tried to have children and
found 14 with infertile sperm, Morton
Stenchever told a meeting of the Pacific
Coast Obstetrical and Gynecological Soci-
ety earlier this month.

Rather than using the number, shape
and movement of sperm to determine
fertility, the researchers used a “sperm
penetration assay,” a test in which hamster
eggs stripped of their outer shell are ex-
posed to semen samples. Sperm are
scored on their ability to penetrate the
hamster egg. The usual test, notes re-
searcher Lawrence Karp, is not always ac-
curate — some men whose sperm is
judged to be normal prove to be incapable
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of fathering children.

All the men tested had normal sperm
counts, but samples from 14 of the 17 vol-
unteers failed the sperm penetration as-
say. “It's a small number,” says Karp. “We’d
want to look at a lot more men before we’'d
be willing to say there is something there.
But it looks very suspicious.”

The researchers found some anatomic
abnormalities as well, but they found no
evidence to indicate that these men are at
greater risk of developing cancer.

The discovery that Des daughters are at
greater risk for abnormal vaginal tissue
growth, which may predispose them to
cancer, prompted mass screening and
close observation of those women. Until
now, the only problems identified in sons
had been an excess of abnormalities of the
genital tract and possibly the urinary tract
(SN: 10/14/78, p. 261). Problems in women
showed up early because the abnormal
tissue growth is generally rare, but may
have gone unnoticed in males because
male infertility is much more common,
notes Karp. Another reason for the de-
layed recognition—DES sons are just now
reaching an age where they would be
likely to want children.

In a related incident, the Supreme Court
ruled last week in favor of pes daughters
by refusing to hear an appeal by drug
manufacturers against a California Su-
preme Court ruling that divides liability
for pes-related claims among DES manu-
facturers according to their market
share. O

New fertility technique

Two scientists from the National Insti-
tute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment have devised a procedure they hope
will provide an alternative to test tube
fertilization. The procedure, low tubal
ovum transfer, has so far proved success-
ful in five of 55 monkeys whose fallopian
tubes were surgically blocked.

Both in vitro fertilization and the new
procedure are used to bypass blocked fal-
lopian tubes, the most common cause of
infertility in women. In test tube fertiliza-
tion, which has a very low success rate, an
egg or eggs are removed from the mother,
mixed with sperm and inserted into the
mother’s uterus after a few days’ growth of
the embryo outside the body. In low ovum
tubal transfer, an egg is removed from the
mother right before ovulation and re-
inserted past the block in the fallopian
tube to permit normal fertilization.

Gary D. Hodgen and Olivier Kreitmann,
the scientists who developed the proce-
dure, caution that they are a couple of
years away from human trials. Among
their concerns: a possible increased inci-
dence of tubal pregnancies, removal of the
egg at the right time and problems result-
ing from the removal of cells that develop
into the corpus luteum, which secretes
hormones needed for pregnancy. O
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Problems of
a nutty diet

If Ronald Reagan isn't giving President
Jimmy Carter enough of a bellyache this
month, a report in the Oct. 16 NEw ENG-
LAND JOURNAL OF MEDICINE by Allen S.
Levine and Stephen E. Silvis of the Veter-
ans Administration Medical Center in
Minneapolis might. They have found that
peanuts (a mainstay of the Carter family in
Georgia) are poorly digested by the gut
and that this leads to malabsorption of fat
and loss of energy. This finding, in fact,
suggests that other nutrients in peanuts,
such as protein, are not well absorbed.

Levine and Silvis assigned five healthy
subjects to a vegetarian diet that con-
tained 80 grams of fat, with 76 of those
grams coming from whole peanuts. The
subjects were observed for six days, and
bowel movement samples were collected
on days four through six for fat analysis.
The subjects were found to excrete large
amounts of dietary fat in their stools (up to
one-third in one case), indicating that
their gastrointestinal tracts were not ab-
sorbing much fat from the peanuts.

If Carter has to return to farming pea-
nuts after the Nov. 4 presidential election,
though, all isn't lost for him. The same
study also monitored eight subjects
whose dietary fat consisted mostly of
peanut butter and four whose dietary fat
consisted mostly of peanut oil. Stool
analysis indicated a high degree of fat ab-
sorption from these foods, particularly the
peanut oil. Because simple grinding (to
make peanut butter) resulted in better fat
absorption, the researchers say there may
be some truth in Upton Sinclair’s assertion
that “Nature will castigate those who don't
masticate.” O

Draize test may be
made more humane

Remember shampoo commercials
hawking “no more tears”? Most data on
whether or not a product is an eye irritant
have emerged from Draize testing. Named
for the Food and Drug Administration re-
searcher who developed it during World
War II, the test involves dropping a sub-
stance directly onto the cornea of an al-
bino rabbit. Reactions — such as blister-
ing, lesions or other tissue damage — are
scored by comparing the tested eye
against the rabbit’s other, unexposed eye.
Many rabbits undergo intense pain in
order to validate suspicions that bleaches
and other goods shouldn’t make eye con-
tact.

A coalition spearheaded by the Humane
Society of the United States, however, has
for some time canvassed members —now
representing more than 400 organizations
and 3.5 million individuals — to pressure
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