Public health round-up

Prize for TB-HIV work

International Union Against TB and Lung disease

Ethiopian doctor Haileyesus Getahun
has received international recognition
for his work at WHO focusing on the
prevention, diagnosis and treatment
of people who have tuberculosis
as well as HIV infection. One in
four people with HIV/AIDS die of
tuberculosis. Getahun (pictured on
right) received the 2011 Scientific
Prize of the International Union
Against TB and Lung from its executive
director, Nils Billo, in October.

The Rio Declaration

Representatives from about 100 govern-
ments gathered at the World Conference
on Social Determinants of Health in Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil, in October pledged
to improve social, economic and envi-
ronmental conditions to reduce health
inequities within and between countries.
Convened by WHO and hosted by the
Government of Brazil, the conference
brought together health ministers as well
as health experts and civil society organi-
zations. Read the Rio Political Declara-
tion on Social Determinants of Health
here: http://www.who.int/sdhconference/
declaration/Rio_political_declaration.pdf

Cut salt out

Argentines consume an average of 12 g of
salt per day, more than double the interna-
tionally recommended daily limit of less
than 5 g. Argentina and other countries
in the WHO Region of the Americas are
working closely with food manufactur-
ers to reduce salt content in products
such as bread, soups, instant noodles,
baby food and snack foods. Researchers
in Canada have estimated that reducing
sodium intake by 10% each year in 18
Latin American countries could prevent
almost 600000 heart attacks and strokes
and save some 54000 lives. “Most people
are unaware of where most of the salt they
consume comes from and how damag-
ing it can be to their health,” says James
Hospedales, senior adviser on prevention
and control of chronic diseases at the
WHO Regional Office for the Americas.
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“Population-wide policies and action are
key if we are going to make the healthy
choice the easy choice for people to make”

Sharing for research

Pharmaceutical companies have agreed
to share their intellectual property with
non-profit disease research organizations
to speed the development of drugs, vac-
cines and diagnostics on neglected tropi-
cal diseases, malaria and tuberculosis. In
October, the World Intellectual Property
Organization launched WIPO Re:Search,
anew searchable, public database of intel-
lectual property assets, information and
resources contributed by pharmaceutical
companies and researchers. Qualified
researchers anywhere in the world will be
able to access this royalty-free information
to further research and development on
neglected tropical diseases.

Hope for malaria vaccine

Promising results from phase III trials
of a malaria vaccine for children were
announced at the Malaria Forum hosted
by the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion in October in Seattle, United States
of America (USA). Between May 2009
and January 2011, more than 15000
children from seven African countries
took part in trials that showed that the
malaria candidate vaccine called RTS,S
prevented clinical malaria in 56% of chil-
dren enrolled. “The preliminary outcome
of these ongoing clinical trials marks a
significant milestone in research efforts to
control malaria worldwide and in Africa
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Margaret Chan, Director-General of
WHO, at the opening of the World
Conference on Social Determinants of
Health in Brazil

in particular. We look forward to the end
product and expect it to be cost-effective,”
says Luis Sambo, WHO Regional Director
for Africa. In sub-Saharan Africa, a child
dies of malaria every 45 seconds.

30 yearson

Brazilian soccer star “Ronaldinho”
has joined an international campaign
to make young people more aware of
HIV/AIDS. Already a United Nations
Goodwill Ambassador, the footballer
has accepted an invitation to work with
the Joint United Nations Programme on
HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and the Brazilian
Ministry of Health to promote AIDS
awareness. Only about one-third of
young peopl e worldwide have accurate
and comprehensive knowledge of how
to protect themselves against HIV. This
year’s World AIDS Day on 1 December
marks 30 years since the first reported
case of HIV infection. Since 1981, more
than 65 million people have become
infected with the virus and nearly 30
million have died of HIV-related causes.

Sleep safe baby

Since 1992, following a recommendation
by the American Academy of Paediatrics,
parents in the USA have been putting
babies to sleep on their backs to decrease
the risk of sudden infant death syndrome
(SIDS). As a result, the number of SIDS
cases there have fallen by more than 50%
but infant deaths from other sleep-related
causes, including suffocation, asphyxia
and entrapment, have increased. The
American Academy of Paediatrics has
expanded its recommendations to reduce
these deaths as well. The recommenda-
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News

Bollywood stamps on tobacco

India, home to the world’s largest film industry, has taken a lead in the fight
against tobacco with tough new laws that restrict smoking in Bollywood movies.
The new laws require movie makers to justify smoking scenes in their films and to
certify that these films have not been sponsored by tobacco companies. Actors
who smoke on screen are required to perform a 20-second disclaimer about the
dangers of tobacco in the beginning and middle of the film or programme. Movies
and television programmes showing smoking scenes must be given an adult
rating. The new laws came into effect on 14 November. There is a long history
of smoking imagery attracting young people to tobacco. Of 110 Hindi-language
films produced in 2004 and 2005, 89% depicted tobacco use. Studies show that
a major factor that influences young people to start smoking is seeing actors
smoke in the movies. Smoke-free movies: from evidence to action, 2nd edition,
published in September by WHO, contains evidence and recommendations for
restricting smoking in movies. Access the report at: http://whqlibdoc.who.int/
publications/2011/9789241502399_eng.pdf

§ Smoke-free movies:

From evidence to action

WHO

tions include the use of a firm sleep
surface, breastfeeding, room-sharing
without bed-sharing, routine immuniza-
tion, use of a pacifier and avoidance of
soft bedding and overheating. Access the
technical report from the Task Force on
SIDS in: www.pediatrics.org/cgi/content/
full/128/5/e1341

Red light for TB test

High-tech, commercial blood tests for
tuberculosis (TB) - called interferon-
gamma release assays (IGRAs) - should
not be used in low- and middle-income
countries, according to new recommen-
dations published by WHO in October.
IGRAs are designed to test for latent TB in-
fection - i.e. exposure to TB bacilli. These
indirect tests cannot accurately predict the
risk of infected individuals developing ac-
tive disease. According to the expert com-
mittee, IGRAs should not be used in low-
resource settings, particularly in countries
that have a high TB and/or HIV burden.
Where indirect tests are used, WHO does
not recommend using IGRAs in place of
less expensive, simpler tuberculin skin
tests. These guidelines do not apply to
high-income countries, where IGRAs can
be used in conjunction with radiography
and other diagnostic technology.

Creators of change

Every day around 3000 young people
aged 15-24 years are infected with HIV.
For the first time, the United Nations is
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calling on young people to help develop
fresh ideas for tackling HIV infection.
CrowdOutAIDS.org is an online collab-
orative project that uses social media to
involve young people from around the
world in developing an HIV strategy. “It
is absolutely critical that we engage young
people — not as recipients of our messages
but as the actors and creators of change,
says Michel Sidibé, executive director of
UNAIDS. The project will continue until
mid-January 2012. To find out more, visit
www.CrowdOutAIDS.org.

Nordic countries in the lead

Iceland, Norway, Finland and Sweden
continue to rank as the top four countries
with the best gender equality, according
to the fourth World Economic Forum’s
Global Gender Gap Report published
in October. The Report’s index assesses
134 countries on how well resources
and opportunities are divided among
male and female populations, regard-
less of the country’s level of develop-
ment. It examines gender inequality in
four areas: (i) economic participation;
(ii) educational attainment; (iii) health
and survival; and (iv) political empow-
erment. Lesotho and South Africa rank
8th and 12th due to high levels of female
participation in education and the work-
force. In Asia, the Philippines sets a good
example, ranking ninth overall due to
strong performance in all areas assessed
by the index. Access the report at: http://
www.weforum.org/gendergap
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Research scan
Ads influence mums

Aggressive marketing of infant formula
led to a decline in breastfeeding in the
Philippines, according to a study pub-
lished in November in Social Science and
Medicine. A survey of 345 mothers with
children aged less than two years found
that those who recalled advertisements
for infant formula were more likely to
use the product. The women remembered
messages, mostly in television advertise-
ments, claiming that infant formula would
make their babies healthier and more
intelligent. Infants given formula are more
than six times more likely to be weaned
before 12 months. According to national
statistics, only 16% of Filipino infants aged
4-5 months were breastfed exclusively, as
recommended by WHO. Between 2003
and 2008, rates of formula feeding in the
Philippines increased by 6%. l

Looking ahead

1 December: World AIDS Day

3 December: International Day of Persons with
Disabilities http://www.idpwd.com.au/

10 December: International Human Rights
Day http://www.ohchr.org

18 December: International Migrants Day

20 December: International Human
Solidarity Day

4 February: World Cancer Day http://www.
uicc.org/world-cancer-day-2012

6 February: International Day of Zero
Tolerance to Female Genital Mutilation
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