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Taking exception

In my opinion, the apology by the
Hamilton Health Sciences Centre

(HHSC) does not mark a “new era” in
response to medical error.1 I knew im-
mediately that the death of my daugh-
ter, Claire, resulted from an adverse
event, but the facility initially offered
no response, no condolences — noth-
ing whatsoever. Dr. Andrew McCallum
(chief of staff at HHSC) was not even
aware of the death until I alerted him to
it. HHSC demonstrated no intent to
conduct a proper internal review or of-
fer an apology until 6 months of relent-
less advocacy on my part. My question
is this: Had I not been a registered
nurse who clearly understood the
mechanisms of Claire’s senseless death
and informed HHSC of that under-
standing, would there have been an
apology? My gut instinct says, No. 

HHSC has gone only halfway in
its apology, having made no effort to
address the professional and personal
accountability of the medical staff
who were responsible for Claire’s
care. Yet our family remains devas-
tated in the wake of a staff member’s
actions, which led to the death of a
beautiful, profoundly loved, 11½-
year-old child. 

In cases such as these, I don’t think
the lawyers are “winners,” as HHSC
president and CEO Murray Martin has
stated. The lawyers with whom I have
been in contact have expressed their
shock and outrage at the manner in
which this child died. In fact, we all lose
when one of the most valuable mem-
bers of society and a representative of
its future — a child — needlessly dies. 

John E. Lewis
Registered Nurse 
Hamilton, Ont.
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[Editor’s note:]

Murray Martin, the president and
CEO of HHSC, declined to re-

spond.

The singles’ scene

Iread with interest in the recent edi-
torial on SARS1 that “There are re-

ports of single people infecting up to
112 others.”

Does this epidemiologic manifesta-
tion hold for married people as well?

John M. Tallon
Department of Emergency Medicine
Dalhousie University
Halifax, NS
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The politics of war

The editorial on the war in Iraq1 is
far below CMAJ’s usual standards

and would be more suitable for the
pages of a university student publica-
tion or a free weekly community news-
paper. Surely a medical journal can be
expected to limit its editorials to sub-
jects at least nominally connected to the
practice of medicine. Instead, your con-
demnation of the coalition’s war against
Iraq amounts to little more than sopho-
moric political partisanship. More dis-
appointing, the commentary neglects
one of the basic principles of medical
and scientific analysis: any criticism of
an intervention, whether pharmaceuti-
cal or surgical or political, must at least
acknowledge the consequences of not
intervening. 

Even if one accepts the utterly un-
verifiable, not to say baseless, claims of
the Iraq Body Count Project,2 a rep-
utable medical journal must contrast

these allegations with the “body count”
associated with not removing Saddam
Hussein from power. Failing to make
this comparison invites the conclusion
that the liberation of more than 100
Iraqi children from a children’s prison3

does not matter, or that the informa-
tion coming to light about Iraqi torture
chambers4 is not relevant to the writers
of the editorial.

There is no question that, tragically,
civilians have been accidentally killed
by coalition forces. But accepting the
null hypothesis — that no intervention
is preferable to this intervention —
would entail believing that Hussein
would have killed fewer civilians than
the coalition has. The evidence that is
now mounting challenges this hypothe-
sis most strenuously. Of course, this ed-
itorial is not about evidence; it is about
politics. 

Jason Ford
Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center
Harvard Medical School
Boston, Mass.
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Arecent CMAJ editorial1 about the
war in Iraq addresses some human-

itarian concerns but fails to suggest how
to deal with a repressive regime that
caused the loss of a million lives during
the war with Iran, gassed and killed
thousands of its own citizens for alleged
dissension, proved impervious to sanc-
tions (its leaders luxuriating in palaces
outfitted with gold-plated bathroom
fixtures) and refused attempts to peace-
fully resolve the situation. While some
of the unbalanced views on the war that
have been presented2 can be excused on
the basis of youth, the absence of an
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