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More reasons to give HPV vax
MOUNTING evidence of the role 
of human papillomavirus in non-
cervical cancers is another reason 
for GPs to ensure all Australian 
boys and girls complete the vac-
cination schedule, an expert says.

Breakthrough research from 
the University of NSW found 
HPV infection tripled the risk of 
oesophageal squamous cell carci-
noma (OSCC).

Although rare in Australia, 
OSCC is the more common of 
two types of oesophageal cancer 
and is the sixth highest cause of 
cancer-related deaths worldwide, 
researchers believe.

Senior author Professor Raina 
MacIntyre, head of the school 
of public health at UNSW, said 
the meta-analysis of 21 studies 
resolved a previous uncertainty 
about the link between HPV and 
OSCC, and could a� ect vaccina-
tion policy in countries with high 
OSCC prevalence, such as China.

“We have a vaccine that pre-
vents infection with the main 
oncogenic HPV types, 16 and 
18, and Australia funds vaccina-
tion for boys and girls in year 7,” 
Professor MacIntyre said.

“Time will tell whether this 

program has any additional ben-
e� t in prevention of cancers other 
than cervical cancer. 

“GPs should ensure that eligi-
ble children get vaccinated. The 
schedule is three doses, so there is 
more chance of drop-o�  in cover-
age, so we have to make sure that 
people get all three doses.”

Professor MacIntyre said pop-
ulation screening for individual 
cancers could also be considered, 
although it was unlikely to prove 
cost-e� ective in Australia.

A separate randomised trial 
conducted by the International 

Agency for Research on Cancer 
(IARC) in Costa Rica indicated 
the vaccine against HPV types 16 
and 18 reduced oral infections by 
more than 90% in nearly 6000 
healthy women four years after 
vaccination.

HPV 16 has been associated 
with a rapid increase in the inci-
dence of oropharyngeal cancer in 
some parts of the world, including 
Australia, where it is now respon-
sible for more than 50% of cases, 
according to another IARC study. 
It found one-third of patients with 
oropharyngeal cancer had HPV 16 

seropositivity in plasma samples 
collected six years before diag-
nosis. In more than 600 cases of 
head and neck cancer only oro-
pharyngeal cancers were associ-
ated with HPV 16.

“Development of oropharyn-
geal cancer may be driven by the 
carcinogenic e� ects of either 
tobacco- or HPV-induced genomic 
instability. As such, smokers may 
not need the HPV  16-infection-
induced pathway to cancer 
whereas non-smokers do,” the 
authors concluded. 
References at medobs.com.au

RESEARCH indicating that Angi-
ostrongylus cantonensis – or rat 
lungworm – has caused severe 
haemorrhagic meningoencepha-
litis in two young Sydney girls 
has highlighted the diffi culties in 
treating the rare condition.

A paper published recently 
in the journal Clinical Infectious 
Diseases detailed the cases of 
the girls aged 14 months and 
10 months who lived within kilo-
metres of each other. They are 
understood to be the fi rst autoch-
thonous cases among young chil-
dren in the greater Sydney area.

The two cases, neither of 
which had notable animal expo-
sures or known mollusc ingestion, 
took place within days of one 
another in 2011. The younger girl 
died 27 days after hospitalisation.

“Angiostrongylus cantonen-
sis, the most common cause of 
eosinophilic meningoencephalitis 
worldwide, is endemic in the 
Caribbean, in East and Southeast 
Asia, and throughout the Pacifi c 
basin, including Hawaii and parts 
of Australia,” the paper stated.

In Australia, human infection 
generally stems from the inges-
tion of snails or other molluscs 
that have in turn ingested rat 
faeces containing larvae, hatched 

from eggs laid by the worms in 
the rodents’ pulmonary arteries 
and cardiac cavities.

Infection can also occur by 
ingesting improperly washed or 

cooked food contaminated with 
the larvae.

“Larvae penetrate the intes-
tinal wall, entering the circula-
tory system before migrating to 
the [central nervous system],” 
according to the paper.

“Unable to complete their life 
cycle, the larvae die, leading to 
intense CNS infl ammation. 

“The fi nding of larvae in 
the pulmonary vasculature at 
autopsy of the fi rst child has been 
reported in only a small number 
of cases previously, and suggests 
that some larvae successfully 
migrate beyond the CNS.”

Both girls were treated with 
corticosteroids leading to varying 
outcomes complicated by differ-
ing factors.

“Clinicians should be aware of 
the geographic distribution of this 
worm and its potential to cause 
death and severe disability,” con-
cluded authors. “Work is needed 
to better defi ne the treatment of 
severe cases, and to establish 
effective preventive strategies.”
Clin Infect Dis 2013; online 9 July

Inside Story: The slug that caused 
a medical nightmare, page 16.

NEIL BRAMWELL 

ANDREW BRACEY

SWEDISH researchers 
have issued doctors and 
medical students a fresh 
reminder to “think before 
you tweet”, following a 
study examining physi-
cians’ use of the social 
media site Twitter.

The study examined 
276 Twitter accounts 
established as being 
held by doctors or medi-
cal students. Of 13,780 
tweets sent from these 
accounts, researchers 
deemed 276 (1.9%) to be 
“unprofessional”. 

From these, 26 tweets 
posted by 15 different 
users – representing 6.3% 
of all accounts analysed in 
the study – included infor-
mation that could violate 
patient privacy.

“Physicians and 
medical students need to 
understand that profes-
sionalism and sharing 
private information publicly 
are intertwined and to 
always think before you 
tweet,” the authors wrote.
BMJ Open 2013;3:e003013

Doctors’ tweets 
‘unprofessional’

In Brief

WEST Australian Health 
Minister Dr Kim Hames 
remains under scrutiny 
over his expenses and pro-
fessional performance. 

Having lost his tour-
ism portfolio last week 
after admitting he wrongly 
claimed an MP’s allowance 
for staying at his home in 
Perth several times total-
ling $1013, Dr Hames was 
forced to admit on Thurs-
day he had discovered 
more discrepancies.

But Dr Hames, a former 
GP who also remains the 
state’s deputy premier, 
said he did not think the 
public would care about 
more bookkeeping errors.

“What we found is that 
there are some more where 
I have got it wrong but 
there are lots of... nights 
where I could have claimed 
but didn’t,” Dr Hames said.

“Now, I’m not going 
to worry about those, 
because frankly I don’t 
think, well, I don’t care 
about them and I’m sure 
the public didn’t care.” 
AAP

Hames pressured 
on expense errors Experts highlight risk of rat lungworm
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The human 
papillomavirus (HPV)
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