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nary tract symptoms, pointing out that
finasteride reduced the risk of prostate
cancer by 25% in the Prostate Cancer
Prevention Trial.1 However, the results
of this trial were not really that un-
equivocal.2

The prevalence of prostate cancer in
this trial was indeed significantly lower
in the finasteride group than in the
placebo group. Among men with a di-
agnosis of prostate cancer, however,
high-grade prostate cancer occurred
significantly more often in the finas-
teride group than in the placebo group
(37.0% v. 22.2%). When one looks at
the entire study population included in
the trial’s final analysis, the rate of
high-grade prostate cancer was also
higher in the finasteride group than in
the placebo group (6.4% v. 5.1%).

The commentary that accompanied
the trial report advises caution.3 The
trial results have also been disturbing
enough to raise concerns about the pre-
scription of finasteride for baldness in
young men.4 To my knowledge there
have not been any new studies to dispel
these concerns. Thus, I do not think fi-
nasteride can be recommended un-
equivocally.

Thomas J. Helling MD
MediClin Staufenburg Klinik, Durbach,
Germany

Competing interests: None declared.

REFERENCES
1. Jewett MAS, Klotz LH, for the University of

Toronto Uro-Oncology Program. Advances in the
medical management of benign prostatic hyper-
plasia. CMAJ 2007;176:1850-1.

2. Thompson IM, Goodman PJ, Tangen CM, et al.
The influence of finasteride on the development of
prostate cancer. N Engl J Med 2003;349:215-24.

3. Scardino PT. The prevention of prostate cancer —
the dilemma continues. N Engl J Med 2003;349:
295-7.

4. Rosner W. Proscar and propecia — a therapeutic
perspective. J Clin Endocrinol Metab 2004;89:
3096-8. 

DOI:10.1503/cmaj.1070095

Ideology and the Canadian

health care system

I disagree with Matthew Stanbrook and
colleagues when they discount ideology
as a driving force in the Canadian

health care system.1 If one frames the
health care debate in terms of equitable
access and human rights rather than in
terms of the public versus private provi-
sion of health care, there are real and
substantially different ideologies at
work. For instance, the Canada Health
Act exempts workers compensation
plans from its mandate and does not
include the provision of drugs.2 As a re-
sult, different populations in Canada
have substantially different access to
health care.

Canada is a signatory to the United
Nations Declaration of Human Rights
and International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights,3

which mandates equal access to health
care for everyone: “By virtue of article
2.2 and article 3, the Covenant pro-
scribes any discrimination in access to
health care and underlying deter-
minants of health, as well as to means
and entitlements for their procure-
ment, on the grounds of race, colour,
sex, language, religion, political or
other opinion, national or social origin,
property, birth, physical or mental dis-
ability, health status (including
HIV/AIDS), sexual orientation and civil,
political, social or other status, which
has the intention or effect of nullifying
or impairing the equal enjoyment or ex-
ercise of the right to health.”4

I suggest that we should first affirm
the principle that health is a human
right, honour an international treaty
our country has signed and expand the
scope of the Canada Health Act. We
can then decide how to allocate the in-
creased funding our health care system
needs.
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Noninvasive positive-

pressure ventilation

In their in-depth review of noninvasive
positive-pressure ventilation in acute
respiratory failure,1 Oscar Peñuelas and
colleagues did not discuss the use of
this treatment in patients with infec-
tions that are transmitted through
aerosols. The efficacy of noninvasive
positive-pressure ventilation in such
patients has not been adequately
tested, but anecdotal reports and ob-
servational studies have shown that
this treatment can be successfully used
in patients with acute respiratory fail-
ure resulting from human-adapted
avian influenza, aspergillosis and 
varicella.2–4 The use of noninvasive 
positive-pressure ventilation eliminated
the need for intubation in most pa-
tients with severe acute respiratory syn-
drome.5,6 When critical care resources
are overstretched, such as during an in-
fluenza pandemic, noninvasive positive-
pressure ventilation may be of value as
an alternative to invasive ventilation or
it may at least buy clinicians some time
until invasive ventilation is available for
their patient. 

The available data on the risk to
health care workers of acquiring infec-
tious diseases through aerosols while
they are performing noninvasive 
positive-pressure ventilation are con-
flicting and often methodologically
flawed.5,6 Indeed, in a recent set of
World Health Organization guidelines
this procedure was included as one of
the aerosol-generating procedures for
which the risk of pathogen transmis-
sion is still controversial or possible
but not documented.6 Nevertheless, ex-
perience in the field mostly shows the
use of noninvasive positive-pressure
ventilation to be safe, if appropriate
precautions are taken5,6: infected pa-
tients should be placed in appropriate




