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Call for antivirals in adult chickenpox
RECOMMENDING that GPs pre-
scribe antivirals for adults with 
chickenpox could save lives and 
should be backed by public fund-
ing, experts say.

Writing in the Medical Journal 
of Australia, infectious diseases 
physician Associate Professor Ash-
ley Watson called for a change to 
prescribing guidelines to match 
the US and UK, where antiviral 
therapy is recommended for early, 
uncomplicated varicella in adoles-
cents and adults.

“There is anecdotal evidence 
that otherwise healthy adoles-
cents and adults presenting to 
emergency departments with 
varicella are likely to receive an 
antiviral drug, but the same is not 
true in general practice,” Professor 
Watson said in a letter to the editor.

Infectious diseases special-
ist Professor Tony Cunning-
ham, director of the Westmead 

Millennium Institute, said he sup-
ported Professor Watson’s recom-
mendation and said the debate 
needed to be reignited.

“Seeing as this is implicitly 
done by many of us, I really think 
this needs to be relooked at and 
some calculations made about 
costs to the nation,” he said.

“It would need to be looked at in 
the context where we are seven to 
eight years into a varicella immu-
nisation program, [where] the 
number of kids and adults poten-
tially at risk, hopefully if we get 
good coverage, is going to decline. 
That would reduce the cost to the 
nation considerably.”

Associate Professor Watson, 
who works at Canberra Hospital, 
noted that buying antivirals with-
out an authority prescription was 
expensive.

“A formal Australian recom-
mendation for antiviral therapy 
without the backing of public 
funding would likely compromise 

GP management of acute varicella 
cases,” he wrote.

“Given the low and decreas-
ing incidence of varicella in the 
adolescent and adult population, 
a funded recommendation would 
lead to little overall cost incurred 
by the taxpayer — but would pos-
sibly save lives every year.”

Professor Cunningham said the 
complication rate for pneumoni-
tis in patients with varicella was 
about � ve to 14%.

“It’s been my practice over the 
years if someone presents to hospi-
tal as an adult within the requisite 
time period, to take an x-ray to see 
if they have got pneumonitis and 
then usually treat them [with anti-
virals],” he said.

Professor Watson said it was 
concerning that early oral antiviral 
therapy for adults with varicella 
infection was not included in the 
latest version of the Therapeutic 
guidelines: Antibiotic because it 
was most e� ective when started 
early in the course of varicella. 
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Consider concussion 
in all head injuries 
sustained in sport

ATHLETES sustaining a head 
injury playing sport need to be 
removed from play for evalu-
ation, given a majority of con-
cussions occur without loss of 
consciousness, experts say.

Australian neurologist and 
sports physician Associate 
Professor Paul McCrory and 
colleagues reviewed the medi-
cal literature to determine the 
lowest threshold for diagnosis 
of concussion.

They recommend treating 
all head injuries as concus-
sion unless proven otherwise. 
Symptoms such as tiredness, 
irritability and sensitivity to 
light might not emerge for 
days after injury.

“Diagnosing concussion 
is often not a ‘point in time’ 
event but rather one that 
requires observation over 
time,” they said.
Br J Sports Med 2013; 47:268-71

Study shows green 
tea, co	 ee lowers 
risk of stroke
THE more coffee and green 
tea a person drinks, the lower 
their risk of stroke, according 
to fi ndings from a large Japa-
nese study.

Based on surveys of 
82,000 people aged 45–65 
years followed for 13 years, 
researchers from Japan’s 
National Cerebral and Cardio-
vascular Center found daily 
consumption of green tea or 
coffee was protective com-
pared to seldom having these 
beverages.

One or two cups of coffee 
daily reduced stroke risk by 
20%, whereas three to four 
cups of green tea daily was 
required to achieve a similar 
degree of protection. 

Tea and coffee were asso-
ciated with reduced risk of 
intracerebral haemorrhage in 
particular.
Stroke 2013; online 14 March

Depression linked 
to loss of vision for 
everyday activities
LOSS of function in daily 
visual tasks such as reading 
the paper, climbing stairs and 
driving is associated with 
an increased risk of clinical 
depression, a survey of US 
adults shows.

Researchers found among 
more than 10,000 participants 
in the National Health and 
Nutrition Examination Survey 
(NHANES) that people aged 
20+ with self-reported vision 
loss were nearly twice as 
likely as those with no vision 
loss to be positive for depres-
sion on a nine-item scale. 
Overall one in 10 adults with 
vision loss was depressed.

Objectively measured 
loss of visual acuity was not 
associated with depression 
after controlling for a range 
of chronic conditions and life-
style factors.
JAMA Ophthalmol; online 7 March

High-fat dairy may 
impede breast 
cancer recovery
HIGH-fat dairy products have 
been linked to poorer breast 
cancer survival, possibly due 
to the high levels of oestro-
gen in pregnant cows’ milk, 
researchers say.

Among more than 1800 
women surviving early-stage 
invasive breast cancer and 
followed for an average of 12 
years, researchers from the 
Kaiser Permanente Division 
of Research, California, found 
intake of one or more serv-
ings daily of high fat dairy was 
linked to a 64% higher risk of 
all-cause mortality and a 49% 
increased risk of dying from 
breast cancer.

“Consuming plant-based 
milks or non-fat dairy prod-
ucts may be a reasonable 
approach for limiting risk 
of adverse outcomes,” the 
researchers said.
JNCI 2013; online 14 March

Risk of arrhythmia 
with azithromycin 
in high risk patients
CLINICIANS should consider 
the risk of torsades de pointes 
and potentially fatal arrhyth-
mias in patients with cardio-
vascular risk factors before 
prescribing azithromycin, 
US health authorities said 
last week.

The US Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) updated 
its advice on the antibiotic, 
warning two separate stud-
ies now showed azithromycin 
could cause abnormalities 
in the electrical activity of 
the heart.

The safety concern was 
fl agged last year when a 
study showed 245 additional 
cardiovascular deaths per 
million among the patients in 
the highest decile for cardio-
vascular disease taking a fi ve-
day course of azithromycin 
compared to amoxycillin
(MO, 17 May 2012). 
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