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Our country may have been rated
the best place on earth to live,

but for many Canadians it just doesn’t
seem that way. As we go to press in
fine spring weather, admiring our na-
tional reflection in the world’s mirror,
we can’t help noticing at least 3 blem-
ishes on the face of Canada’s health
care: our deplorable neglect of the
health and well-being of aboriginal
Canadians, the bitter debate sur-
rounding compensation for people
infected with hepatitis C through the
blood supply, and our failure to im-
plement universal HIV screening
programs for pregnant women.

In this issue Charles Dumont and
colleagues (page 1439) describe the
current extent of methylmercury poi-
soning among Quebec’s James Bay
Cree, which resulted from the flood-
ing of their lands for massive hydro-
electric projects. Methylmercury is a
known neurotoxin and is particularly
damaging to the developing nervous
system. In the 9 Cree communities
studied, 10.0% of women of child-
bearing age had mercury levels in ex-
cess of international safety standards in
1988. Tom Clarkson (page 1465) ap-
plauds the success of the educational
initiatives that reduced mercury expo-
sure in these Cree communities — as
Dumont and colleagues report, by
1993/94 only 1.6% of women of
childbearing age had mercury levels
above tolerable limits — but questions
whether this was achieved at the price
of deleterious effects on nutrition.
Moreover, mercury poisoning is only
one of many health risks that Cree
communities have to contend with; in
an editorial (page 1467) we review the
broader question of the inequities that
compromise the health status of abo-
riginal Canadians.

Canadians have been wondering
what to do about the blemish of he-
patitis C. While people afflicted with
the disease erected crosses on the 

crocus-covered lawns of Parliament
Hill, demanding compensation for
pain, suffering and lost income, Min-
ister of Health Allan Rock has had a
difficult time trying to convince any-
one (including many of his col-
leagues) of the imprudence of provid-
ing government compensation for
medical misadventure. We offer our
own commentary on page 1463, and
Maurice McGregor proposes a possi-
ble remedy on page 1461.

Now to the third blemish. It has
been 4 years since it was definitively
shown that aggressive treatment with
zidovudine of HIV-infected pregnant
women and of their newborns re-
duced by an impressive 67% the risk
of mother-to-child transmission of
HIV. That’s the good news. Public
health officials and the medical com-
munity in BC reacted swiftly, launch-
ing a universal HIV prenatal screen-
ing program, and now roughly 80%
of pregnant women in the province
take advantage of informed and vol-
untary HIV testing. But other
provinces and Health Canada have
been slow to act. As Anne Silversides
reports (page 1518), Quebec has only
just introduced universal prenatal
screening, and Ontario is still with-
out a program. Canadian children
continue to be born with HIV infec-
tions that could have been prevented.
Lindy Samson and Susan King (page
1449) review the evidence on screen-
ing and conclude that informed, vol-
untary HIV testing should be offered
to all pregnant women, regardless of
their apparent risk. Robert Remis
and David Patrick offer their com-
ments on page 1469. Our collective
inaction, obscured by layers of con-
sensus conferences, task forces and
commissioned studies, is untenable.
When the evidence is clear and the
health problem important, we need
leadership, not another round of
meetings. ß
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