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FGM outlawed
Female genital mutilation has been out-
lawed in Somalia. Part of the country’s 
provisional constitution, drawn up by 
the new Somali government, reads: 
“Circumcision of girls is a cruel and 
degrading customary practice, and is 
tantamount to torture. The circumcision 
of girls is prohibited.”

Female genital mutilation com-
prises all procedures that involve partial 
or total removal of the external female 
genitalia, or other injury to the female 
genital organs for non-medical reasons.

According to the World Health 
Organization, an estimated 92 million 
girls aged 10 years old and above in 
Africa have undergone the procedure, 
which can cause severe bleeding and 
problems urinating, cysts, infections, 
infertility as well as complications in 
childbirth and an increased risk of 
newborn deaths.

Nodding syndrome agenda
A standard case definition for nodding 
syndrome has been established and criti-
cal next steps in a research agenda that 
will guide future scientific studies have 
been identified following a meeting in 
Uganda in early August.

Over two days, the meeting par-
ticipants heard presentations from rep-
resentatives who have conducted studies 
in Uganda, South Sudan and the United 
Republic of Tanzania. These presenta-
tions provided insight into the different 
research activities that have taken place in 
each country and progress made to date.

The key objective achieved by the 
meeting was a standardized case defini-
tion for suspect and probable cases of nod-
ding syndrome. Although those working 
in the field have referred to this illness as 
‘nodding disease’ and ‘head nodding dis-
ease’ in the past, a consensus was reached 
to refer to the combination of signs and 
symptoms as nodding syndrome.

This term will provide consistency 
across all research related to nodding 
syndrome in the future. The research-
ers and representatives from the three 
countries identified key strategic steps 
that the meeting participants should 
take to move forward on this research. 
For example, researchers should con-
duct systematic surveys to determine 
its prevalence, burden and geographic 
distribution. Other topics for next steps 
include clinical case management, col-
laborative research with conference 
participants, and the involvement of 
additional specialty fields in research 
including anthropology.

Anthony Mbonye, of Uganda’s Min-
istry of Health, said at the conclusion 
of the meeting: “When we came here, 
we aimed to have a case definition. We 
aimed to have a research agenda. We 
aimed to have research collaboration. I 
think we achieved these things.”

Gonorrhea treatment
The oral antibiotic cefixime is no longer 
recommended by the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC) as a 
first-line treatment option for gonorrhea 
in the United States of America because 
the bacterium that causes gonorrhea 
may be becoming resistant to the drug.

The change was prompted by recent 
trends in laboratory data showing that 
cefixime, marketed under the brand 
name Suprax, is becoming less effec-
tive in treating the sexually transmitted 
infection.

This change leaves only one recom-
mended drug proven effective for treat-
ing gonorrhea, the injectable antibiotic 
ceftriaxone.

According to the revised guidelines, 
published in August in CDC’s Morbidity 
and Mortality Weekly Report, the most 
effective treatment for gonorrhea is a 
combination therapy: the injectable 
antibiotic ceftriaxone along with one of 
two other oral antibiotics, either azithro-
mycin or doxycycline.

In the past, gonorrhea has de-
veloped resistance to every antibiotic 
recommended for its treatment, leav-
ing the cephalosporins, which include 
cefixime and ceftriaxone, as the final 
recommended class of drugs. In light 
of this history and the recent laboratory 
data, researchers are concerned that 
continued use of cefixime may prompt 
gonorrhea to develop resistance to all 
cephalosporins. Limiting the use of 
cefixime now may help preserve ceftri-
axone as a treatment option for a little 
longer, CDC said.

French breathalyzers
France has just passed a law making it 
mandatory for all cars to carry breatha-
lyzers, which measure blood alcohol 
content.
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Plain packaging upheld

Australia has become the first country in the 
world to adopt mandatory cigarette packaging 
which removes brand colours and logos.

The law, which was originally passed last 
year, had been challenged by cigarette 
companies including Philip Morris and British 
American Tobacco on the grounds that it was 
unconstitutional. The decision by Australia’s 
high court means cigarettes have to be sold 
in olive green packets, with graphic warnings 
of the consequences of smoking.

The law will come into force on 1 December 
2012.

In a statement, the court said: “At least a 
majority of the court is of the opinion that the 
Act is not contrary to [the constitution].”

The court is expected to give its reasons for the decision at a later date.
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