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Unprocessed Bran and Diverticular Disease

Sir,—The encouraging report by Mr. N. S.
Painter and others (15 April, p. 137) adds
further evidence of the importance of main-
taining an adequate physical stimulus for
achieving a normal transit rate for the in-
testinal contents. It is undoubtedly a useful
contribution, but at the same time it is im-
portant that the causal relations between
fibre content and bowel activity should not
be oversimplified. Genetic abnormalities,
emotional instability, environmental factors,
and endocrine imbalance all come into the
clinical picture in relation to constipation.
Unfortunately, there is an almost complete
absence of controlled clinical trials, and the
relative efficacy of bran in relation to pre-
sent-day processed hydrophilic preparations
has yet to be assessed.

For patients who cannot be made com-
fortable with bran Mr. Painter advocates
the use of Normacol, which he states is de-
rived from gum and is free from the dangers
of chemical aperients. It is very likely that
many doctors wishing to prescribe this
simple physical aid for bowel activity may
not appreciate that, when they prescribe
Normacol, the standard preparation con-
tains 8% frangula which is derived from
the frangula bark, a near relative of the
cascara bark, and together with senna and
rhubarb belongs to the naturally occurring
anthrone glycoside family of laxatives. The
preparation Normacol Special can be pre-
scribed which does not contain fragula.
Unfortunately, the paper does not indicate
which preparation was used by the authors.

In discussing toxicological studies it is
important to differentiate clearly between
mice and men, and between the drug abuse
of purgative addicts and ordinary therapeutic
administration. Extrapolation from one to
another can be very misleading. There is no
doubt that constipation should be treated
as far as possible with dietary changes and

hydrophilic preparations, but there are
patients where prolonged use of chemical
aperients is unavoidable. The statement
ascribed to Dr. Barbara Smith that «, . . the
prolonged use of senna destroys the colon’s
intrinsic nerve supply (Smith, 1968)”! re-
fers to her toxicological findings on mice
and not, as indicated by Mr. Painter and
colleagues, to its human therapeutic usage.
Excessive use in man, as occurs in purgative
addicts, can give rise to pale, enormously
swollen but otherwise normal neurones,?
but there is no evidence that ordinary thera-
peutic doses have any adverse effect. Safety
in drug treatment depends on correct usage.
In the case of senna and cascara (and of
other anthracene glycoside laxatives, includ-
ing frangula) this means individual adjust-
ment of dosage to produce formed stools.
Constipation is a relatively common and im-
portant condition, and there should be no
misunderstandings about our existing know-
ledge. It is a subject in which much more
research is needed, and Mr. Painter and his
colleagues give a valuable stimulus in this
direction.—We are, etc.,

F. AVERY JONES

EpMunDp W. GODDING
London W.1

1 Smith, Barbara, Gut, 1968, 9, 139.
2 Smith, Barbara, Proceedings of the Royal Society
of Medicine, 1972, 65, 288.

Community Planned Parenthood

SIr,—It is remarkable how quickly attitudes
change. The need for effective control of
fertility is widely accepted yet it is only
ten years since oral contraception was in-
troduced to the United Kingdom and family
planning became respectable. Still more re-
cently, with increasing awareness of the re-
lated problems of overpopulation and
community pressures, family limitation has

become the responsible thing. The problem
now is to provide adequate education and
facilities using all the available resources.

The success of any planned parenthood
programme will depend on the extent to
which individual couples care and take care
about preventing unwanted conception. We
need to start by encouraging a responsible
attitude in our children which should be
reinforced during school teaching of reprod-
uctive biology and psychology. Sex education
refresher courses for teachers would benefit
from contributions by obstetricians, youth
advisory clinic doctors, health visitors, and
probation officers, and such an experiment
is in progress in Leeds.

Responsible planned parenthood should be
included in the routine advice offered by
all general practitioners. Patients attending
medical and psychiatric as well as antenatal
and gynaecological clinics should find family
planning advice readily available. Consul-
tation in the post-natal wards is particularly
valuable. Special training is required for
health visitors, who are in a unique position
to encourage a responsible approach and to
see that the means are provided. With the
growth of health centres there will be a
natural focus for education and facilities in
each locality. It is axiomatic to this argument
that full family planning services including
vasectomy should be available through the
Health Service.

Even with sincere attempts at fertility con-
trol there will be mistakes. Facilities should
be provided for early termination when
necessary, but “prevention is better than
curettage.”!

Such proposals are realistic. In a decade
the return in terms of personal happiness
and community health could be enormous.
—1I am, etc.,

R. R. MACDONALD

Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology,
University of Leeds

1 Bender, S., World Medicine, 1969, 4, 78.



