


5000 years after the first condom 
was invented in Egypt, most 

probably made from animal hide 
(although the primary reason for use 
is unknown), last Mother's Day we 
have celebrated the 5()1h birthday 
anniversary of the Contraceptive Pill. 
And obviously one question springs 
to mind. What spurred research in this 
direction? Surprisingly the Pill was the 
idea of a conservative Catholic nurse 
called Margaret Sanger who opened 
the first birth control clinic in America. 
in 1916. Interestingly, in parallel, 
Cyrus McCormick is diagnosed with 
schizophrenia. His wife, Katherine, 
dreads passing on the mental 
illness to future children and later 
on forms a parmership with Sanger, 
funding contraception research with 
her sizeable fortune. Initial clinical 
trials were conducted by Catholic 
gynaecologist, John Rock. This work 
eventually leads to the development 
of the birth control pill as we know it 
today. 
So this was the birth of the oral 
contraceptive. Interestingly. the Pill 
was initially approved by FDA in the 
mid-1950s for treatment of menstrual 
problems but doctors and women 
both understood that it stopped 
ovulation. The instant it became 
available half a million women rushed 
to their doctors claiming they had 
menstrual irregularity! 
But today I will not be discussing 
this discovery, hailed by many as 
one of the greatest inventions of this 
century, nor its social and economic 
reverberations. I will however revert 
my attention to the other side of the 
coin ... the male contraceptive pill. 
Several chemicals studied in clinical 
trials have shown to be potential 
candidates, however research is 
stililarge/y being conducted, with 
some clinical trials also sponsored 
by the WHO. However patient non-
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compliance, lower effectiveness, 
ineversibility of pharmacological 
action and various side-effects, have 
highlighted the superiority of female 
birth control pills ... even though the 
frequency of administration of the 
female pill indeed mimicks Edinburgh 
Castle's firing of the One O'Clock Gun 
(except that one has also to take it on 
Sundays, Good Friday and Christmas 
Dayl). 
But why has the male contraceptive 
pill never been marketed successfully 
in this Brave New World in which we 
are IMng? Culture has obviously been 
the major determinant to undermine 
research in male contraception. 
It is largely acclaimed that the advent 
of Sildenafil (Viagra~ was the first 
time that the male reproductMty 
emerged in the limelight (on a side 
note, as what happens with some 
blockbusters, the primary endpoint 
of Sildenafil was not impotence, but 
a reduction in blood pressure. This 
was discovered by the reluctance 
of subjects to hand in their leftover 
pills!) In addition one of the greatest 
questions is Would women trust their 
male counterparts to take the pill? 
I hope that my future wife would, 
however I would also like to delve 
in this issue a bit more deeper. It 
is true that after all, if men forget 
to take the pill, it is not they who 
get pregnant. So in this scenario, 
compliance and trust are two closed 
linked dilemmas. This is what Glasier 
at aI (http://www.thasynapss.natl 
Blticles/vie;vBl1ic/e.asp?1lItid= 12335) 
actually investigated, as reported in 
Human Reproduction. Despite the 
widespread belief that women would 
not accept a 'male pill' because 
they would not trust their partners 
to use it reliably, this study actually 
suggests that a hormonal method for 
men would be very popular and that 
women, regardless of culture, would 
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trust their partners to use it. More 
choices of contraceptive methods 
for men will also allow increasing 
numbers of men to accept more 
responsibility for reproductive health. 
But if you are still believing that male 
contraception is still science fiction 
check out the article published 
last year in The Journal of Clinical 
Endocrinology and Metabolism (www. 
thesynapse.netlmcp) - effect"", 
reversible, acceptable, and readily 
delivered contraception may quite be 

at the horizonl 't II 
fOfJ Ian C Ellul 
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0- the pest waeks, many Synapse members have been receMng their MedClub membership onrd. 
Ph, .. onll us on 21453973 If you have applied to become a Medclub member but did not -l/OUI' 
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..-directly through www.corlnthla.com. To beneflt from the discount. MedClub Members must 
~ p_ their MedClub onrd on chack-in at any Corinthia Hotel and the discount will be 
1mmed1ete1y applied to their hote1 bill. 

• _ 01111# • ara otrerlng ~ discount on Optical Frames. hnses. sunglasses as woIles lighted 
SUnglasses, and a ~ discount on contnct lenses and contnct hns solutions. They ara also uI'IIwfIlg an 
_USMJ ~ discount on high quality designer frames Including the brands Prada. Dolce & Gabbarw, 
Sltuatua Ferragamo as well as Versace. 
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• 'IIIIJ ,IP' F'" ... - 20!5 when purchasing a 6 month or annual membership; 
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Dr Tanya Melillo Fenech MD MSc is a Public Health 
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Adonis annua L. is a scarce, annual, winter 
and spring 1Iowerlng herbaceous plant which 
prefers disturbed ground. 

Medicinal UIIM 
It has been used in medicines as a diuretic, 
as a tonio to improve health, and as a 
cardiostimulant. 
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(I) NOVA RTI S 

Fo r Pat ients who 
need MORE than dual 

therapy to reach 
Blood Pressure goa l' 

Single-pill power superior 
to dual therapyU 

Single-pill power sustained 
for 24 hours· 

Single-pill power with a well 
established safety profillt 
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SMS4Health in your 
practice results in 

• Improved c linical o utcomes 
• increased patient satisfaction 
• increased prac tice income 

Contact us now and we'll 
help you get started 
Contact us on 21453973 
or info@sms4health.com 
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Public Health 

Vector borne diseases 

by Tanya Melillo Fenech 

1\ vector-borne disease is one in which the pathogenic 
/""'\microorganism is transmitted from an infected 
individual to another individual by an arthropod or other 
agent. The transmission depends upon the attributes 
and requirements of at least three different IMng 
organisms: the pathologic agent which is either a virus, 
protozoa, bacteria or helminth (worm); the vector, which 
is commonly an arthropod such as ticks or mosquitoes; 
and the human host. 
A vector-borne risk assessment was organised by the 
Infectious Disease Prevention and Control Unit in April 
2009 with the help of experts sent by the ECDC. lhe 
aim was to identify the main vector borne diseases with 
public health relevance occurring on the Maltese islands 
and identify tools to detect and respond to vector-borne 
diseases related to health threats. 
During this risk assessment, a total of 11 mosquito 
species were recorded from Malta. The main conclusion 
was that one of the mosquitoes, Culix pipiens, found in 
abundance locally, is the vector for West Nile Fever. 
Surveillance continued throughout Summer and in 
September 2009, Dr Paul Gatt discovered the Aedes 
Albopictus mosquito or Asian Tiger mosquito on the 
island. 
It comes from the mosquito family Culicidae and is 
characterized by its black and white striped legs, and 
small black and white body. The Asian tiger mosquito 
has a rapid bite that allows it to escape most attempts 
by people to swat •. 
The female lays her eggs near water; not directly into it 
as other mosquitoes do, but typically near a stagnant 

pool. However, any open container containing water will 
suffice for larvae development, even with less than an 
ounce of water. 

Adult females are aggressive daytime biters and prefer 
to bite outdoors. It is of public health importance 
because it is known to be a competent vector of 
at least 22 arboviruses. The most important ones 
are: Dengue, Chikungunya, Yellow fever, Japanese 
encephalitis and West Nile Fever. These diseases are 
characterised with sudden onset of febrile illness lasting 
one week. No specific treatment is available. 
Chikungunya is characterised by sudden onset 
of high fever and severe joint pain. Other symptoms 
include rash, headache, fatigue, nausea, vomiting and 
myalgia. 
Dengue faver is characterised by sudden onset 
of fever, intense headache, myalgia, arthralgia, rash, 
nausea, vomiting and minor bleeding phenomena. 
West Nile Faver is characterised by fever, headache, 
myalgia, nausea, vomiting, rash on chest, back and 
stomach and swollen lymph glands. 80% of those 
infected with WNF are usually asymptomatic. 
Possible increase in vector-borne disease transmission 
or introduction of new species due to climate change is 
a concern. 
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A short review of the evidence base for Dead Sea Salt topical 
treatment and balneotherapy for skin and joint pathologies 

by David Gnoch 
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Imaging-Guided Rad 0 requency 
'-. .... 'owave Tumor Ablation 

by Pierre Vassallo 

Tumor ablation is defined as the direct application 
I of chemical or thermal therapies to a tumor to 

achieve eradication or substantial tumor destruction. 
Technologies used for tumor ablation have included 
ethanol ablation, cryoablation (freezing), laser ablation, 
radiofrequency (RF) ablation and microwave ablation. 
RF and microwave ablation are fast becoming 
established tools for the minimally invasive management 
of solid malignant tumors. 

Both RF and microwave ablation has been used 
successfully in the treatment of primary and secondary 
liver disease, primary and secondary lung malignancies, 
renal and adrenal tumors, and bone metastases. 

Using either ultrasound (US) or computed tomographic 
(Cl) guidance, the tumor location is identified, and a 
thin (usually approximately 13Gauge) RF or microwave 
antenna is placed directly into the tumor. A RF or 
microwave generator emits el8GI:romagnetic waves 
through the non-insulated portion of the antenna that 
is located within the tumor. RF and microwaves agitate 
water molecules in the surrounding tissue, producing 
friction and heat, thus inducing cellular death via 
coagulative necrosis. 

Effectiveness of RF or microwave ablation depends on 
tumor size. Tumor ablation zones are spindle shaped 
with its long axis oriented along the shaft of the antenna 
(or probe) and correlate with the length of the non-

Figure 1 -Transverse US scan shows the three 
microwave antennae in cross section (arrows) within the 
hypoechoic liver metastasis. 

insulated portion of the probe. The short axis diameter 
of the ablation zone of a single RF or microwave probe 
is approximately 1.7cm. Compared with other thermo­
ablative technologies, RF and microwaves achieve 
consistently higher intra-tumoral temperatures, larger 
tumor ablation volumes and faster ablation times. 

Since it is not possible to read1 the periphery of the 
larger lesions with a centrally placed probe, multiple 
probes may be inserted simultaneously to obtain multiple 
overiapping areas of coagulation (Figures 1 and 2). 

Figure 2 -: Photograph of the gross resected 
liver specimen shows three discrete areas of 
thermocoagulation (arrows). 

Blood flow tends to remove heat from the tissues 
and cooling the perivascular tissues and resulting in 
suboptimal tissue destruction at these sites. Both RF 
and microwave thermal energy may be lost through this 
mechanism called the -heat-sink effece. There is in fact 
evidence that tumor recurrence seen following therrno­
ablative therapy tends to occur in perivascular tissues. 
(Figure 3) 

Figure 3 - CT appearance of RF (black arrow) and MW 
(white arrow) ablation zones at 2 Oeft) and 28 (nght) 
days, 



Microwave (MW) ablation offers many of the advantages 
of RF ablation while possibly overcoming some of 
the limitations. Since MN ablation does not rely on 
conduction of electricity into tissue, it is not limited by 
charring and does not require grounding. Therefore, 
temperatures greater than 100°C are readily achieved, 
which potentially results in a larger zone of ablation, 
faster treatment time, and more complete tumor 
kill. Because the cooling effect of blood flow is most 
pronounced within the zone of ronductive rather than 
active heating, a larger power field may also enhance 
treatment of perivascular tissue. Thus there is some 
evidence that microwaves tend to suffer less from 
"heat-sink effects· than RF. 

Liver tumors are particularly suited to RF or microwave 
ablation. Primary liver lesions (particularly hepatocellular 
carcinomas) and metastases may be treated effectively 
with this technique (Figures 4 & 5). 

Palliative tumor ablation in a 62-year-old 
man with a painful 7 -cm hepatocellular 
carcinoma in his liver. 

...... 

Figure 4{1I) CT scan 
obtained before 
ablation shows internal 
caldflcatlons (arrows). 

Figure 4(b) CT scan 
shows microwave 
antennae in the center 
of the lesion. 

Figure 4{e) Post­
procedural CT scan 
obtained with contrast 
material enhancement 
shows a large area of 
therrno-coagulation 
(arrows). 

Microwave ablation of a hepatic 
metastasis in an 82-year-old woman with 
metastatic colon cancer to both lung 
and liver. She had responded well to 
chemotherapy and had only one hepatic 
lesion left, measuring approximately 4.3 
cm in segment 7 

Figure S(a) CT-guided 
Microwave ablation 

Figure 5(b) - : Contrast 
enhanced CT scan 
post ablation showing 
an area of necrosis 
(arrows). 

The number of lesions and their location would 
determine approach and suitability for thermo-ablation. 
Lung lesions (both primary and metastatic) have also 
been successfully treated with RF and microwave 
ablation (Figure 6). 
Both experimental and now fairly extensive dinical 
work illustrates the potential clinical applications 
and advantages of RF and microwave ablation. 
The technique requires considerable experience 
with imaging guided lesion localisation and is time­
consuming and expensive. It requires an interventional 
operating theatre with facilities for general anaesthesia, 
expensive probes and imaging equipment and a full 
team of specialised staff. The full potential of this 
technology is still under evaluation and further clinical 
implementation will help improve experience and 
contribute to both curative and palliative care of patients 
with cancer. 

Microwave ablation of primary lung cancer in 
an 86-year-old man. 

Figure 8(11) ) CT scan shows a 
microwave antenna in the mass along 
its superior portion. 

Dermatology 

Figure 6(b) On a post-procedural 
contrast-enhanced CT scan shows 
no enhancement within the lesion. 

Looking for 
Melanoma 

by Joseph L. Pace 

Melanoma is increasing worldwide 
and UK death rates from melanoma 
have more than doubled from 1.2 per 
100,000 in 1971 to 2.6 per 100,000 in 
2007. Cancer Research UK predicts 
that by 2024, rates of malignant 
melanoma in people aged 60 to 79 will 
rise by a third. 
Genetic factors are the most important 
of the known risk factors, induding the 
familial tendency to develop melanoma, 
prominent moles, and atypical moles. 
Overexposure to ultraviolet radiation in 
sunlight is believed to be a contributing 
factor to some cases of melanoma; 
short periods of intense exposure, 
such as sunbathing is associated 
with a 2-fold increase in melanoma 
risk. Indeed, both cheaper package 
holidays to sunny destinations and 
the excessive use of sunbeds from 
the 1970'8 are said to be related to 
increased melanoma risk. 
Matta has not been spared and in 
the decade between 1998 and 2008 
reported cases trebled from just under 
20 to 60 per annum. Some of these 
will be due to increased awareness 
among both doctors and public and 
many will be curable melanomas in 
situ, but nevertheless this increase is 

in keeping with the experience of other 
countries. The outcome in each case 
depends on the extent of the lesion in 
particular the depth of skin affected. 
When melanoma is detected at its 
early stage, simple surgical removal 
cures the disease in most cases, but 
when spread to lymph nodes, the 
5-year survival rate is 30-40%, falling 
to a dismal 12% with spread to distant 
organs. Thin melanomas therefore 
have an exccellent prognOSiS, unlike 
thicker lesions. 
With the realisation that for cases 
with metastases there is relatively Ii 
available in the wa:y of consistently 
successful therapy, the onus is on ~ ~­
dermatologist to make a crucial 
diagnosis when cure becomes 
and not the exception. 
According to The Melanoma Latter, 
a publication of the Skin Cancer 
Foundation, a dermatologist using 
a quality hand lens will only make a 
correct diagnosis in 65% of cases. The 
arrival of the dermoscopy technique 
(surface microscopy) which utilises a 
microscope to identify characteristic 
melanoma patterns not otherwise 
visible was a major landmark enabling 
the experienced dermatologist to 

Rgure BCe) CT scan obtained at 
9-mooth foDow-up shows interval 
shrinkage and no enhancement of 
the mass (snow). 

• 
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