

















































































































































































































































































































CHRONICLE OF THE CONFERENCE

Yolanda Virseda

Roberto Bolano

eyes “, Bolario tells us, “like lakes at
sunset, those lakes that are so very sad
and peaceful, so beautiful that they don't
seem to be part of this world, while the dark
night of the soul now falls on the Federal

District, sweeping across everything”,

There is also desolate fiction, sinister
narratives in his work, but in which, there is
also humor and beauty that also instills the
best of Bolafio, as in “Distant Star * and "By
Night in Chile”, the unforgettable stories in
“Phone Calis” and the brief beautiful gems
such as “Monsieur Pain”, a novel that tells
an unlikely story “while César Vallejo, in
Paris, probably in a downpour too, is dying
with that extraordinary dignity”, stresses the
narrator, “common to all those that have

been closed up in a hospital for some time”.

Roberto Bolario is one of those writers,
like Cortazar or Onetti, who is determined
to write about what in fact really matters,
who understands that in modern literature,
like that of Claudio Magris in “Utopia and
Disenchantment”, “one must defend
individual, specific things, objects, colors,
the senses and the sensitive as opposed
to what is falsely universal that stiffens or
liberates mankind, and as opposed to
abstraction that impoverishes it,” because
“literature is not", says Magris, “an ocean
cruise, but instead a journey through dust

and desolation."

With us today is the poet and narrator
Roberto Bolafio, one of those
unsuspecting guides, who are, in fact the
only ones we really need, that literature
gives us at a time when, as mentioned by
the narrator about one of his stories,
“there isn't enough time to be bored.
Happiness will disappear somewhere in
the world and only astonishment will

remain.”

Roberto Bolario was bom ago 50 years in
Chile, but has lived in Spain since 1977, A
cult waiter, onginal and unclassifiable, for
several years he has been one of the
world's most highly-regarded authors. He
talked to us about iliness while wnting

literature

Roberto Bolafio’s life seems to have been
written like a novel. Or perhaps the other
way round. His novels are full of passages
based upon his own experiences. Like
many of his characters, Bolaro is Chilean,
lower-middle class and a bit of a nomad
He lived in Chile and Mexico before
moving to Blanes, an hour's drive from
Barcelona, a decision in which Juan
Marsé's novel Ultimas tardes con Teresa
(Last Evenings with Teresa) had much to
do: Blanes is where Teresa, the society
girl who Manolo Pijoaparte, the lower-
class petty thief, can only dream about,

spends her summer holidays

Bolano has worked as a waiter, a refuse
collector, a dishwasher, and a grape
picker .. but in the words of Javier Cercas,
the only thing he's ever done is write. After
winning several literary prizes, he decided
to take up writing for a living and says “the
writer's profession is a profession for
masochists, but one that can make you
laugh a lot". He has two wishes: to lose
his memory and shed a good many years
to start all over again, and admits that if
he was healthy and reached the age of
105, perhaps they'd give him the Nobel,
“out of pity or a sense of
humanitarianism”. Outside the literary
“soirées”, he remains very critical of a
wide array of issues and is not looking for
a ticket to posterity. “If we stop believing in
immortality, we start believing in much
better things such as bravery, kindness,

ethics, bravery...".

lliness is a constant in this personal vision
of life. His work is full of sick people, as is
his life, which is also marked by illness,
perhaps as much as by literature. The title
of his lecture was suggestive: literature +

ilness = illness.

Apollo is ill

Like a perfectly constructed tale, his
lecture began with a personal experience
“my memory is no longer what it was. The
blood that irrigates my brain is full of
toxins that my liver is incapable of filtering
out or sending elsewhere in my body™ and

went on with inevitable concessions to

fantasy (or also to his autobiography?):
The speaker is about to start his talk.
There are several people in the room,
nobody has had supper yet. it's late, but
everyone's waiting for him. “Yet the
speaker doesn't appear and, in the end,
one of the organizers of the event
announces that he won't be able to make
it because he's been taken seriously ill"
Bolafio knows a lot about illness, having
spent many an hour over the last few
years visiting Barcelona's hospitals for
treatment of a persistent liver complaint
For him, talking about illness when you're
illis a nightmare, but “writing about iliness
if you're both senously ill and a
hypochondriac, is an act of masochism or
of desperation”. But it can also be a
liberating act, as it is for the little old ladies
one sees in outpatient wards, talking
about the clinical part of their lives. They
are old people who are beyond good and
evil, because “within outpatient waiting
rooms lies the paradise of Ortega y
Gasset, or hell, it all depends on the eyes
and, above all, on the sensitivity of who is

watching and listening”

Just as in his stories, literature blends with
autobiographical experniences. The scene
takes place in a hospital. A routine check
up to see how the illness is progressing
Bad news: "what my doctor told me was
far more serious than | had believed to
begin with, or, to put it another way: that
my state of health was frankly bad”. And
the fear. But soon comes the irony, the
humour that lets us laugh even at death.
Atiny female doctor - almost as tiny as a
Japanese woman - was waiting for him
conduct tests for her research. Outside the
surgery (reality), a situation that stirs one's
imagination. Despite the scenario being
none too poetic, in one of those huge
elevators that can take two gumeys and a
wheelchair, Bolario imagines: “| wondered
what would happen if | suggested we
made love right there in the elevator, we
certainly had plenty of beds. Right them |
remembered, as one might expect, Susan
Sarandon dressed up as a nun, asking
Sean Penn how he could think about

fucking if he only had a few days left to live".

For Bolario, all that people who are about
to die want to do is to fuck. To fuck is the
only thing that people in jail and hospitals
want to do. Because Dionysus has
invaded everything, even the places that
wamn us of death, such as hospitals or jail

and Apollo, says Bolafio, is ill, very ill.

lliness as defeat

The French poets of the 19th century faced

many of the problems that have yet to be
solved in our century: death, boredom and
fiight... Mallarmé wrote: “The flesh grows
weary. And books, I've read them all’, as if
all reading, every carnal act were repeated
from a given moment and the only way out
is to travel, to escape to other worlds. For
Bolafo, “Mallarmeé is talking about iliness,
about the battle that illness fights against
health, two totalitarian powers or states; |
think that Mallarmé is talking about illness
dressed in the rags of boredom”. And for
the French poet, iliness is resignation,

defeat

Travel is the only way out, yet not
forgetting that travelling makes one |ill.
Bolano has travelled a lot and has fallen
ill alot: “I was poor, | lived out in the
open and | considered myself lucky
because, at the end of the day, | hadn't
caught any serious ililness. | had too
much sex but | never caught a venereal
disease. | read too much but | never

wanted to be a successful writer”.

However, now the writer thinks that
everything is arnving: children, books,
illness, and the end of the journey. And
that journey resembles the journey that
patients have to make from their room
to the operating theatre. As Baudelaire
once said, “An oasis of horror in a
desert of boredom!” There could not be
a clearer diagnosis of modern man's

liness

Yet Bolano's journey does not end here
during his talk. We'd left him in the
elevator, with the tiny doctor, and the
point of arrival is an office where the
same little doctor asks him question
after questions and conducls loads of
tests to see how his iliness, the other
longer journey, is progressing. “One of
the tests, perhaps the simplest one,
really impressed me. | had to hold out
my hands for a few seconds, with the
fingers straight, showing her my palms
as | contemplated the back of them. |
asked her what on earth the test was
for, to which she replied that, later on in
my iliness, I'd be incapable of keeping
my fingers in that position”. Every day
since then, the patient has thrown the
dice and stretches out his hands,
waiting to see if it happens: “| don't
know what I'll do the day that | can't
keep my fingers straight anymore,
although | dot know what | won't do”.
Meanwhile, he'll continue burying
himself among his books, paths that
lead nowhere but that are necessary in

order to find oneself again.
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“I HAVE DEVOTED MY LIFE
TO GIVING SPANISH
BOTANY A SPECIAL
PLACE"

Salvador Rivas Martinez
Professor of Botany
Faculty of Pharmacy
Complutense University of
Madrid

To know and to learn

The son and grandson of
botanists, Salvador Rivas is, for now, the
last link in a family chain of scientists and
researchers that have worked and taught
botany in various universities. This year
they were remembered in a tribute
revealingly titled “The Rivas, a Century of
Botany”". His surname is written in bold in
the history of the natural sciences
Salvador Rivas is also a great climbing
enthusiast. He loves mountains and
admits to having spent a great deal of
time on them. He now lives near them
His house is also a research center and
from his office (crammed with books
about all kinds of disciplines) one can
almost touch the Madrid mountains,
which he has traversed on so many

occasions

Mr. Rivas' studies have focused on
phytosociology, a young science that is
part of ecology and involves the study of
communities of vegetation, their
relationships with the environment and
the processes that change them over
time. Conserving biodiversity requires
in-depth description of all habitats. That
is where Salvador Rivas' efforts lie:
updated global study carried out with
the most recent criteria. He does so
every day from six in the morning,
sitting in his office in the Madrid
mountains and in the fields and
mountains that help keep him strong
and in touch with what he loves the

most: true, uncompromising nature.

tllol You are a member of a long line
of chemists and scientists. Was that
what led you to also devote your life
to botany? What memories do you
have of your childhood?

Salvador Rivas. | was a war baby. |
grew up in difficult conditions, as all
children did back then. My family was
well-off but the civil war had a huge
effect on us. | remember that we lived in
a very big house full of books, in a
district very near the Madrid front. The
soldiers were fighting just yards away

from our home and they sent us away
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Salvador Rivas Martinez

to the Salamanca district to keep us
safe, as it was an area that Franco's
troops did not want to shell. We went
from living in an enormous house to one
room for the whole family. My father
was fighting at the front on the “wrong
side” and when the war ended they
stripped him of all his rights as a citizen
and he had to restart his career. Thanks
to the dean of the Pharmacy Faculty,
Mr. José Casares, who was a colleague
of my grandfather’s, he was soon able
to go back to teaching botany and
rebuild his university and research
career. But the “line"” began with my
grandfather who was a professor in
1898 and was also involved in politics

as a member of the Radical Party.

As far as my interest in botany is
concerned, | must admit that my father
did not want me to study it. He would
have preferred another profession, but
he did not try to persuade me not to and
always supported me. My father and
grandfather were great sportsmen and |
enjoyed going on walks in the
countryside with my grandfather.
Nothing could be done about my love
for botany and | devoted myself to it

from a very young age.

tldon. what was your training like in
those days?

S.R. Like many children of my
generation, | was not able to go to
school. My mother was the one who
taught me everything, like a proper
schoolteacher. We had to spend a few
years in the Extremadura region in the
countryside and she prepared me for
my high-school graduation exams. And
it 1s funny because all my grades were
A's. | learnt everything from her and |
think | had a head-start on the rest of

the boys. The intellectual inheritance |

received from my parents marked me
for the rest of my life. | was given a
classical, scientific and humanistic
education. The only regret | have about
the times | have lived in is not having
had the opportunities that my
grandfather and father had and that my
children obviously have. But despite the
difficulties, | never bore a grudge
because my father taught us to have a
positive spirit and was not resentful,
despite being on the losing side with the
major personal and professional
consequences that had for him. His aim
was to get back what he had lost during
the war and he based his whole life on
three principles: harmony, decency and

work

My mother taught me such important
values as the desire for equality
between men and women and a great
concern for culture. We were poor, but
everyone in Spain was then. Maybe that
is why | still enjoy the small things: a
good meai, a new shirt and so on. | am

glad to belong to that generation.

tldon. Much of your training took place
outside Spain. Who did you learn
under?

S.R. In those years my father had a
good understanding of the botanic
philosophy of Braun's system, which
combined reading original texts and
experimentation in the field. They were
frenetic years of inventory-taking all
over the country and | was practically a
teenager. He urged, almost forced, me
and his students to leave Spain and go
and learn from the experts. Thanks to
that guidance, we were soon with
Braun-Blanquet and, especially, Tixen
in the Zentralstelle fir
Vegetationskartierung at the Bundestag
Institute in Germany. Almost every
summer from 1955 to 1962 | was in
Stolzenau where | was fortunate to do
fieldwork with Tuxen, Lohemeyer,
Trautmann, Oberdorfer and Seibert and
get to know many of the
phytosociologists and phytogeographers
of the time. We soon became what my
father wanted us to be: “orthodox" in
methodology and in the new

phytosociological concepts.

This experience helped me decide to
devote my life to ensuring that my
specialty in Spain would not be behind
the rest of Europe. | think that after all
these years that is what we have
achieved. We are in the vanguard. But

this is a task that you can only do as

part of a team. If | were alone | would
not work in this area. In fact, | have
always followed a Catalan saying that |
learnt during my time as Professor at
the University of Barcelona, which 1 still
believe: “Either we do it all together or
we won't do anything at all”. | think |
have never betrayed those whom | have
worked alongside, even if | do not share
their views. This attitude has helped me

gain people’s trust.

tllil. Do you think the study of the
natural sciences in general and
phytosociology in particular is being
sufficiently encouraged?

S.R. | think that capital, big capital, is
not interested in this specialty, so not
many resources are put into it. The
most important interests have been
technology, the pharmaceutical industry
and engineering, etc. They are
interested in certain areas of science
such as biomedicine or physics, but the
rest are not so important. | am aware
that the pie is only so big and although |
have had no problems with receiving
personal aid for research, | have
experienced certain restrictions. In the
nineties the situation got so bad that |
decided to work abroad in the United

States during a sabbatical year.

In addition, | have always held to the
principle that the best cannot not be
driven out by the merely good. So | do
not agree with the direction that public
research is taking in the search for
excellence. | do not like the word
“excellent”. You have to do things well
and must not condemn young people

who are just starting out to mediocrity.

| also disagree with how university
teaching is organized at the moment. |
think the great teachers should be the
ones who lecture on the general
subjects, those taught in the first couple
of years. But the idea of an expert
teacher no longer exists, it has been
restricted to small groups. As there is no
professorship, there is also no
benchmark and we have lost that respect
for the authority of a teacher who has
profound knowledge of the subject he is

teaching.

tidon. so you decided to devote your
time to the Phytosociological
Research Center? What projects are
underway there?

S.R. | had already done a great deal of
work on vegetation in Latin America, but

| thought | ought to continue on other



fronts. That is why | went to the United
States. | spent my time there traveling
with some botanic maps, which were
wonderful but far behind the European
vanguard. | realized that they were very
much open to improvement, but in order
to do that | needed to deal with my
specialty in a global manner. | decided
to start a new project from a global point
of view and started with North America.
| am five years behind because of
something that came up in 1992.
Europe, which has always been
committed to the idea of conserving
biodiversity and the vegetation of the
countryside bound up with cultural
values and so forth, brought in the
Habitat Directive in July 1992
establishing regulations to conserve
them. After a few weeks, | received a
call from the Ministry asking me to start
work. My proposal was to study all the
habitats in Spain. It was a very
ambitious project, but it became the
pilot project financed by the European
Community. We have finished the
habitats of interest to the EU and we are
now finishing those of Spanish interest.
When | returned from the United States,
the university had less funding. | set up
the center, which runs on my own funds,
in order to have my independence and
my own infrastructure. | am working on
several projects there. The last ten
years have been a time of great
progress and maturity for all botanists

and especially for phytosociologists.

tilen. 1s biodiversity under threat at
the moment?

S.R. There was no tradition of
conservation in Spain, but it is now
being put into practice. Steps are now
being made in the right direction, but we
should not forget that we are still
running up against several problems.
With the system of Autonomous
Communities that we have in this
country, the first thing that was
transferred was responsibility for the
environment. So we have gone from
having one conservation agency to
having seventeen little ones. Before we
had one politician to convince, now we
have several. It has become more
complicated to manage national parks,
but I think that progress is being made
in this area. However, we have
undoubtedly already destroyed much of
our natural assets, for example the
coast. On the other hand, nature has
benefited from people leaving the
countryside. While not being worked, it

has revitalized and improved. Apart from

along the coast and in the outlying
areas of cities, nature conservation has

notably improved

tllil. what role does education play
in respecting biodiversity? Do you
think it is stressed enough on the
syllabus?

S.R. Nature is natural or semi-natural
ecosystems. There are three main types
of land ecosystems; natural or
semi-natural, rural and urban-industrnal
85% of the population lives in urban
areas, so the idea of the natural or even
the rural has been lost. The problem is
that education about nature is carried
out with an urban-industrial mentality.
Gardens, plantations etc. are the fruit of
laudable effort and there is no doubt
that nowadays everyone admires
nature. However there is no firm
grounding in real values, there is a
certain degree of idealization. When we
go into the countryside, we do so with
totally urban ways of thinking: we put
tables in fenced-in areas and we build
car-parks so that we can get to the
woods by car. This kind of
“humanization” is a perfect excuse for

not managing the countryside well.

With regards to teaching, | would
venture to say that the crisis of botany
has a great deal to do with the situation
of the faculty. Students no longer go out
and do field work because lecturers no
longer organize it that way. | often take
my students out and | make them go on
a long excursion or to a herbarium. Now
they go out for a morning or during
teaching hours and | wonder, how can
you study botany without going out into
the field?

tlon. You are a great mountain
climber. Has your profession
contributed to this hobby in any
way?

S.R. Mountain climbing is much more than
just a hobby, it is a way of life. | still go
climbing at least one day a week. Climbing
keeps me strong and that has helped me
wander over the mountains and, obviously,
study the vegetation. | must admit that |
like life rough, | like authenticity. When you
climb you constantly risk your life. You
need great balance and have to know how
far you can go. Solidarity is also important:
you are tied together for better or worse.
Everything is very authentic among
mountain climbers. My body is getting
weaker now and it is a process | like
because it forces you to accept that there

are some things you cannot do.

MEDICAL
REPRESENTATIVES: AN
UNRESOLVED ISSUE
Madrnid, 15 January 2003

Health authorities are trying to

Chronicle

update medical representative
regulations, a fact that could
bring about substantial
changes in relations between
doctors and the pharmaceutical
industry. The debate is open. Health
professionals and Government
representatives aired their concerns at
a round table that was held just days
after the Regional Government of
Madrid had enforced controversial new

requlations

There are three sides to the debate
about regulating medical
representatives: doctors,
pharmaceutical industry

professionals and the Administration’s
representatives. All three share the
same goal, namely to give patients
suitable and innovative care, but they
also have different points of view when
it comes to deciding how to do so.
Doctors seem to second the industry's
criticism of the regulatory proposals,
saying that they are too restrictive and
could "“choke" a relationship which so
far has worked well, and a channel of
information and training on new
therapies that they could not access

otherwise

The Chairman of the Scientific
Committee of the Foundation for
Health Sciences, Manuel Diaz-Rubio,
stressed that Spanish doctors have
always worked closely with medical
representatives because, by doing so,
professionals have received ongoing
training, and he expressed his concern
about the negative consequences that
controlling medical representatives

might have.

The regional perspective

The first session opened with the
opinion of the regional health
authorities’ representatives, including
the directors general of pharmacy of
the Basque Country, Balearic Islands
and Madrid, who advocated the need
for stricter regulation of medical
representatives’ activities and the
promotion of drugs in general.
According to José M. Pino, from the La
Paz hospital, Madrid and chairman of
the first round table, since 1970

different authorities have already

issued several regulations for medical
representatives. However, he
continued, the Administration regarded
them as insufficient, despite the fact
that doctors can only prescribe new
drugs if they have therapeutic
information about them, and this
information they receive from medical

representatives

What do the administration’s
representatives think? Joan Lluis
Serra, director of Pharmacy of the
Balearic Islands, seemed to have the
answer: “if promotional pressure on
doctors did not push up public
spending, perhaps no authorities would
try to regulate this matter”. Yet he also
stressed that drugs have to be
protected as a social benefit, not just
as a consumer good that is sometimes
subject to savage market laws. The
Balearic Islands' proposal is based on
such protection, which involves striking
a balance between the industry's
financial interests and providing and
improving public health services. The
State has to act as referee not only
with regard to medical

representatives, but also in any
drug-promoting activity “due to our
interest in ensuring that the industry
produces information oriented to
promoting their use based on scientific
results, not on purely commercial

criteria”

In the Basque Country, this activity has
been regulated for the last two years.
Medical representatives cannot visit
doctors during surgery hours, and
doctors can only see four
representatives a day, and never for
longer than 15 minutes. In the

words of Gonzalo Trincado, director

of Pharmacy of the Basque Country,
they are ways of controlling an activity
that is not always designed to provide
information, but very often becomes a
way of promoting products
“persuasively in order to change the
doctor's habits", as borne out by
certain pharmaceutical marketing
manuals. And he gave a figure to add
to the debate: in the Basque Country,
there is one medical representative for

every seven doctors

The improvements proposed by the
Regional Government of Madrid have
been enacted in the recently approved
circular, which, according to Javier
Hernandez, director of Pharmacy, “will

serve to enhance the quality of
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prescriptions, satisfy doctors' need for
information and dignify the medical
representatives’ profession”. In his
opinion, under the existing regulations,
medical representatives spent "too
much time reminding doctors about
their brands, failed to comply with
schedules and interfered with doctors'
health care activities”". He went on to
say that the proposal had been
designed to meet the interests of
everyone involved, and adopted a
maoderate stance that responds to a
national interest, which is why it had
been suggested that this activity should
be regulated by the Interterritorial
Board.

The doctors’ opinion

The professionals who took part in the
second session of the debate did not
share this opinion. Even the moderator,
Hipdlito Duran, member of the Board of
Trustees of the Foundation for Health
Sciences, claimed that medical
representatives do a "good” job and
defended the system used until now,
arguing that “it has always worked
quite well, it has fulfilled a social
function and does not directly affect
pharmaceutical expenditure”. All the
speakers continued along the same
lines. The Chairman of the Spanish
Society of Family and Community
Medicine (semFYC), Luis Aguilera
Garcia, began by playing out a scene
in which the leading
characters-players of this debate
(doctors, industry and Administration)
put forward their objectives, all of
which were reasonable and legitimate.
Doctors, “to give patients the best
health care"; industry “to provide the
best medicines so that doctors can
provide that health care”, the
Administration, “provide the whole
population with decent health care, but
since the numbers don't add up, it
must promote the rational use of
drugs” This reconciling scene also
shed light on the current problems
present of medical representatives.
Most medical representatives visit
doctors during their breaks, remain
standing throughout the meeting and
spend most of the time giving them
papers or gifts, none of which causes a
very good impression among the
patients who often see these meetings
take place. The Chairman of the
semFYC advocated reforms to
guarantee the dignity of all those
involved, maximize effectiveness,

minimize costs and pay respect to

patients’ opinions, while not forgetting
that, to a large extent, industry is
responsible for much of the ongoing

training that professionals need

Alfonso Delgado, chairman of the
Spanish Assaciation of Paediatrics, and
José Luis Alvarez-Sala, chairman of
the Spanish Society of Pneumology
and Thoracic Surgery (Separ)
defended the nature of this work
“There is room for improvement, but
requlations must be thought out
carefully”, warned Delgado. "It is unfair
to attack medical representatives and
forget that it's industry that pays for
ongoing training in this country”
Besides, he said, if the reason is the
increase in health expenditure, medical
representatives are not the sole cause,
because there are other factors, such
as population ageing, and medical
progress itself, which have raised the
rates of survival to certain illnesses.
Professor Delgado argued that there
war other ways of saving on drugs:
“when doctors have time and spend
much of that time explaining patients’
ailments to them, in a way that patients
can understand, medicine consumption
drops”. Therefore medical
representatives do not necessarily
generate more costs, and are essential
for conveying information: “there's no
need to kill the messenger,” he

concluded.

Alvarez-Sala, who works at a Hospital
in Madrid, focused on the circular
approved by the Madrid Regional
Government and criticized it harshly:
“These regulations do not trust doctors,
and reduce their scope of autonomy
without guaranteeing health care”. He
argued that no consensus had been

reached about the new regulation,

which is very restrictive, so much so

La visita médica: .
un debate pendiente

Madnid, 15 de Enero de 2003 DIARIO MEDICO

that those involved are unlikely to
comply with it because, he
underscored “whoever drafted it does
not know enough about hospitals”, It
limits the places where meetings can
be held and their length. In other
words, it focuses far too heavily on
regulating. Furthermore, he asked a
question that other speakers were to
echo later: “if the industry does not
take responsibility for ongoing training,

will the State be capable of doing so?".

The participants in the last round table
were Guillermo Sierra, Chairman of the
Doctors' Professional Organisations,
the Undersecretary of Health, Pablo
Vazquez, and the Chairman of the
Foundation, Carlos Galdén. The
doctors' representative argued that
medical representatives are “a
privileged source of information that
doctors can, and must be able to
access with absolute freedom”, and
labelled this activity as an “efficient
means of guaranteeing training”.
Guillermo Sierra said that regulations
should be implemented without
totalitarianism and without questioning
the professional criteria of doctors, who
face more problems from overcrowded
hospitals or the lack of motivation that

from medical representatives.

Pablo Vazquez argued in favour

of the reform of medical
representatives, taking into account
that it pursues two main objectives:
to interfere as little as possible with
doctors' health care activities and to
guarantee the scientific quality of
information. Therefore the Ministry
of Health is looking into other
alternatives for providing information
about drugs, leveraging on new
technologies. Lastly, Carlos Galdon
doubted that medical representatives
are the reason for the increase in
pharmaceutical expenditure and
defended the industry's stance,
arguing that innovative and efficient
drugs are indeed becoming
increasingly more expensive,

but what has to be clarified is the
amount of subsidies “. Medical
representatives are not subject

to any type of international
regulations, and he argued that
giving information about products
does not interfere with clinical
practice, as demonstrated by

the fact that there are no
complaints about medical

representatives.

“LIVING WITH...” CYCLE
LIVING WITH PHOBIAS
Madrid, 21 November 2002

Around 10 per cent of the

Chronicle

population suffers this

problem: a feeling of intense

fear triggered by certain

objects or situations that most

people consider harmless
Experts acknowledge that very often
people can live with their phobias, but
sometimes they have to be treated
because the disorder is so strong that it
prevents them from leading a normal
life.

The new series of lectures Living
with... organized by the Foundation for
Health Sciences started with a round
table on phobias. The experts talked
about this pathology in depth from
three points of view. Xavier Estivill,
from the Centre for Genomic
Regulation in Barcelona, gave
up-to-date information from the
perspective of basic science; Miquel
Roca, Titular Professor of Psychiatry of
the University of the Balearic Islands,
focused on the clinical description and
current therapeutic possibilities, while
the writer Juan José Millas talked
about his experience as a “victim” with

his personal and literary vision.

The genetic basis

Phobias are what are known as anxiety
disorders, which affect more than 500
million people in the world and are the
reason for one third of primary care
medical appointments. Xavier Estivill
underscored the fact this type of
disorders seem only to affect several
members of one family, which has led
experts in this area to strive to find

hereditary factors.

According to epidemiological data,
panic disorder or anxiety crisis is the
most notorious sign of anxiety. It
seems to affect people especially from
the age of 20 onwards, is predominant
among women (80 per cent) and
coexists with others psychiatric
disorders, including depression. Doctor
Estivill confirmed the genetic base for a
greater predisposition to suffer this
type of disorder: “the risk of suffering
these disorders in first-degree relatives
is much greater, although we do not
know exactly how it is inherited".
However, he also underscored the
essential role played by environmental

factors, which explains why certain
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Xavier Estivill

people with a series of predisposing
variants never develop the iliness.
Where a strong association has indeed
been found, however, is between the
anxiety disorders and articular laxity. A
group of psychiatrists at the Hospital del
Mar in Barcelona found this association
in 70 per cent of the people suffering
from this autosomal dominant iliness,
which has a prevalence of 10 to 15 per
cent of the population. Around 70% of
articular laxity patients have some
anxiety disorder, while this only occurs
in 22% of control cases. Articular laxity,
an alteration that is characterized by a
greater distensibility of the joints in
passive movements, together with
increased mobility in active movements,
affects women more than men,
presenting a different phenotype
pattern. The genetic nature attributed to
anxiety and laxity has made experts put
forward genetic-hereditary hypotheses
to explain this association, but in Doctor
Estivill's opinion, this association does
not make much sense from the
physiological viewpoint. According to the
most recent research, the common
cause could lie in chromosome 15,
which is rather longer in affected

people.

The research has lead its authors to
state that “there is a biological basis to
phobic disorders that is not a deciding
factor but that is probably a sine qua
non, if it is added to other environmental
factors”. As a matter of fact, research
conducted with mice in which
chromosome 15 has been altered
seems to show that it has similar
consequences to what happens in
humans. Obviously, this area of
research will help to find new efficient

therapeutic measures.

New treatments
In Miquel Roca's opinion, a large part of

the population suffers from phobias: “the

theory of evolution has shown us that
fears are defence mechanisms and
phobias are the consequence of some
of these fears”. As a general
practitioner, he admitted that sometimes
itis hard to draw a line between what is
pathological and what is normal and, as
a matter of fact, said that many people
live their lives feeling really terrified of
flying, certain animals or blood. Many
people have such phobias, which do not
necessarily overly condition their

everyday lives

The modern definition of phobias could
be “a disproportionate fear of a situation
or an object, which people cannot
explain or control and which results in
their avoiding such situations”. Albeit
challenged from the psychopathological
viewpoint, phobias are deemed part of
anxiety disorders, and anxiety, Dr. Roca
went on to say, is indeed a pathology,
because it can express different
alterations that cause a deterioration of
one's normal level of achievement
People have phobias about animals,
storms, flying, open spaces, closed
spaces... In the United States, 1s the
main psychiatric disorder in women (the
main disorder in men being drug
consumption) and in some cases is
related to certain obsessive-compulsive

disorders.

Dr. Roca explained that there are two
main types of treatment, psychotherapy
(where behaviour therapies have
gained ground, especially in case of
simple phobias) and
psychopharmacology, which has a
formidable arsenal based on
benzodiazepins, tranquillizers and
antidepressants. Diazepam is still being
used with good results, but the latest
research has demonstrated a
recurrence of symptoms in 30 or 40 per
cent of cases; and while
pharmacological treatments are
particularly efficient in cases of anxiety
crisis, said Dr. Roca, researchers
continue studying other types of therapy
such as group or family therapies or
hypnosis, and some research has
already been published. Even so, Roca
concluded, many phobias do not require
specific therapy because patients can

live with them without any problem.

Striking a deal with madness

“I'm going to talk about phobias from
the patient's point of view, because |
feel like a black person at an

anthropology congress”. These were

the first words of the writer Juan José
Millas, who for some time suffered from a
peculiar phobia: a phobia about writing
For Millas “the main thing about phobias
1s that you are afraid of the things you
want”. The writer longed for success, but
also feared it, so he was incapable of
writing and suffered phobia attacks that
could have made the plot of some of his
novels. He recalled that he had his first fit
of panic when he was very little and his
mother was breastfeeding his younger
brother. He was watching them, feeling
rather embarrassed and worried, when
his mother asked him "Do you want
some?” He wanted to so much that he
found it repugnant and ran out of the
room. Years later, he told his mother
about it and remembers what she said to
him: Juanjo, you think too much about
things, you should be a wnter: “the
second time that she offered me her
breast, in this case, that of literature, |

couldn't say no, and | became a writer"

This episode was followed by different
panic disorders. The more striking one
happened at his publisher's house, at a
party to celebrate the success of one of
his novels. The anxiety got so bad that he
climbed from the balcony to the house
next door and then ran out into the street
He consulted doctors. There was nothing
physically wrong with him, so he decided
to undergo analysis. "With
psychoanalysis, it all broke out”. The
success he was starting to enjoy with his
literature was a form of incest, so he
couldn't write anything apart from the
texts he was assigned. When he got over
that phobia, he “went back down" the
road that had made him flee from his
publisher's house "and once more began
to take enormous pleasure from writing”
Yet he always left the door open to that
sort of “punishment” that journalism
represents for him, a way of facing up to
the situations of which he is afraid. For
example, he became a blind person for a
day in order to write about how the blind
feel, and spent a week in jail (an
extremely claustrophobic situation) to

face up to some of his own fears.

For Millas, people who suffer from
phobias are far more concerned with
knowing what each of their phobias
represents matters than with genetics,
clinical medicine or pharmacology.
“People don't have phobias for no reason
at all, they always represent something
that has to do with your past life and,
when you know the origin, then you can

strike a deal with madness".

EVOLUTION AND THE
GENOME

Is Man just another animal?
What evolution can — or

cannot say — about ourselves.

Chronicle

Steve Jones
Madrnid, 12 November 2002

Steve Jones was the second
guest speaker at the senes of lectures
entitied Evolution and the genome, a joint
initiative of the Foundation for Health
Sciences and the British Council in Spain.
This biologist, geneticist and author of
popular science books talked about the fact
that Darwirust theones are still highly topical
and about the onginality of the human being

as a speces

Steve Jones speaks and wiites the same
way: very clearly and precisely, plenty of
humour, sometimes provoking you, and with
an onginal tendency to casually let drop the
most surpnsing information. He's a very good
at populansing (some people call him the
Bntish Carl Sagan), a highly regarded
scientist and an entertaining lecturer. In 1997
the Royal Society awarded him the Michael
Faraday pnize, in recognition of his
contnbutions to the public understanding of

science

Biologist, professor of genetics at the
Galton Laboratory, University College
London, co-editor (with Robert Martin and
David Pilbeam) of The Cambridge
Encyclopaedia of human evolution, he has
written several popular science books. His,
bestsellers include In the Blood, The
language of the genes: biology, history and
the evolutionary future and his latest
publication Darwin's Ghost: The Origin of
Species Updated, an attempt to update The
ongin of spectes which, as Jones himself
says, gives shape to what Darwin called his
“long argument” based on what scientists
knew in 1999, as opposed to what they
knew in 1859.

In introducing Steve Jones, Montserrat
Gomendio, from the National Museum
of Natural Sciences, highlighted his
research into the biology of snails,
especially the evolutionary processes
that generate a large amount of
biodiversity: “the question is to find
these same reasons in the human
species”. The scientific community
acknowledges the merit of Darwin's
theories, but does not agree so much
about how evolution can explain human
behaviour, which is why this issue still

triggers controversy.
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Steve Jones

“Almost like a whale"

Steve Jones' latest book is called Darwin's
Ghost, but its onginal title was far more
suggestive: “Almost like a whale”, one of
Darwin's own quotes that has become a
metaphor of his thought: “American bears
swim around for hours with widely open
mouth, thus catching, almost like a whale,
insects in the waler”, a fact that made Darwin
suppose that they might one day evolve into
a new species. This theory, which he argued
perfectly in The Ongin of species, was
mocked and derided in the society of his time
“Darwin not only changed biology, but a
manner of thought -claims Jones— his theory
defended change; living beings changed, a
theory that was unacceptable for a society,
that of Victorian England, which regarded
itself as perfect and immovable”

Even today, the theory of evolution continues
to be challenged by the advocates of
creationism who have spent years seeking
out “the Achilles’ heel” of Darwin. Jones
believes that, even though a few cracks have
emerged, it is surprising lo see how well
Darwin's theory has withstood the onslaught
Darwin based his arguments on the idea of
the evolution of descendents, in other words,
the action of “genetics + time" Today, this
formula remains the basis of life and is
currently to be observed in something as
recent as HIV, the virus that causes AIDS.
“HIV alone embodies Darwin's theory —
continued Jones- it changes very fast, and is
a very simple virus whose genes change very
quickly”. Thanks to analyses, we could
reconstruct the virus' evolution by following a
sinister genealogical tree that shows how the
virus has spread from one person to another.
Darwin did something similar when he
studied birds and, even HIV follows a process
of natural selection: AIDS began in Africa,
after being spread by infected monkeys, but
this group of animals was not affected so
much as humans and in 1000 years' time,
probably, AIDS will have become a slight
infection that will only affect people who have
certain genetic charactenstics. We know,

Jones went on to say, that the rate of survival

following HIV infection depends on whether or
not one has certain protective genes. Only
individuals who have those genes survive the
infection naturally, so, in hundreds of years'
time, there will only be “protected” people, in

an evident display of natural selection

Evolution and human conduct

The difference between Man and all other
living beings is his thought and his
language, which have a direct influence on
conduct. For Jones, the laws of evolution
are not so valid for Man. “It is surprising
how little we have changed since the
Cromagnon Man, ever since, humans have
remained quite similar, with very few
physical changes. However, the change has
occurred in the brain”, The size of the brain
grew in all our predecessors, but from a
given moment, what changed was the
capacity to convey information, a fact that

marks the start of language

Language makes us different and it is
thanks to this capacity that we have a
culture, conscious, the sense of good and
bad... The theory of evolution clashes with
this reality, because evolution is always a
comparative science, and human beings
cannot compare themselves with any other
species. “Our language, our conscious, have
made us move one step further in evolution,
the rules that apply to other living beings are
invalidated by the particular characteristics of
the human being”

For Jones, certain aspects of human
behaviour stem from changes in the past.
Many of our genes have to do with the brain
and are also capable of evolving. It's quite
clear that we descend from social primates
and it is no coincidence that the worse
punishment, after the death penalty, is
isolation. If we had descended from
orangutans, which are quite solitary, the worst
punishment would be to force us to hold a
huge party. In that respect, evolutionist
psychology evidently exists.

And what is God's role in the theory of
evolution? Darwin was very religious, but
Jones admits that it is impossible to
combine the two perspectives, the
scientific perspective and the religious
perspective: “it would be like confronting
a shark and a tiger; the two are very
powerful animals but if the tiger fights the
shark in the sea, it will lose and vice
versa”. Religion's attempts to
scientifically argue that there is a soul
have failed and science has failed to find
fossils or genes of the soul. That,
perhaps, is what makes us absolutely

different.

WE ARE PREPARING...
Conferences and seminars
Series of “Living with..."”

lectures. Living with

Agenda

Asthma

On June 17, the "Living with..." series of
lectures will be devoted to people who
suffer from asthma, an illness that
affects the respiratory tract and can be
triggered by different factors such as
flu, cigarette smoke, exercise or
certain allergens (pollen, household

mites) in the case of allergic patients.

With medical support and healthy
habits, most asthmatics can lead a
normal life. Even though exercise can
trigger asthma attacks, many stars of
the world of sports suffer this iliness,
which has not prevented them from

achieving success.

The participants in the lecture Living
with asthma, which will be chaired by
Mr. Hipolito Duran, member of the
Board of Trustees of the Foundation
for Health Sciences, will include Dr.
Josep Maria Anté, Coordinator of the
Respiratory Research Unit of the
Municipal Institute of Medical
Research (Barcelona) who will speak
about What basic science knows; Dr.
Luis Prieto Andrés, Head of the Allergy
Department of Dr. Peset Hospital
(Valencia), with a lecture entitled How
can it be treated? and the
sportswoman Theresa Zabell, who will

talk about her personal experience.

Working parties

EURETHNET. European Information
Network in Ethics in Medicine and

Biotechnology

The EURETHNET project is the result of
the efforts to build a single network out of
the databases and other information
resources of different European countries
related with bioethics and biotechnology
documentation. Scheduled to last three
years (January 2002-December 2004)
EURETHNET will allow defined user
groups (researchers, bioethicists,
legislators, and the public at large...) to
use resources and information, with the
added value afforded by its compatibility
with other intemnational databases.
EURETHNET will help people and
institutions to value their options better,
achieve a balanced dialogue, make
qualified decisions and adopt sustainable

policies.

EURETHNET is specifically aimed at:

* Creating an Internet Portal that
permits fast access to the network's

databases and other resources.

« Extending the existing bioethics

database network through the
development and integration of new
groups of users and countries,
improving the existing services,
incorporating new information
products and creating links to the full
body of the documents.

« Establishing a European network of
databases that offer access to
references on ethics in biotechnology

(ENDEBIT).

* Developing common documentary
standards in bioethics and biotechnology
that harmonise documentation
structures and procedures, and a
European thesaurus and a multilingual
list of keywords available both in

electronic and paper format.

* Fostering the network's activities in
terms of the needs and demands of

the defined user groups.

The most prestigious institutions from
all Europe are taking part in
EURETHENET. In 2003, the existing
contract has been extended for
another year, so the project has more
participants and the network will be

able to continue after 2004.

KEYS

Tuesday, September 23 and
Tuesday, November 4th Sir
Thomas Blundell, Head of the
Department of Biochemistry of
Cambridge University, and Sir
David Weatherall, Regious
Professor of Medicine at Oxford
University will participate,
respectively, in the series of
lectures entitled Evolution and
the Genome, a joint initiative of
the Foundation for Health
Sciences and the office of the

British Council in Spain.
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