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Causes for drug contamination
must be found

A test by Hong Kong University found allopurinol, a drug for gout or
hyperuricemia sufferers, to have 100 times the standard level of the mucorales
fungi. The result has aroused wide concern in society. This is a very serious
incident which exposes problems concerning the supervision system on drug
production and patients' safety.

In past three months, five cancer patients at Queen Mary Hospital had died
successfully after their digestion systems were infected with a fungus —
mucomycosis. Hospital authority at first suspected that either the foodstuffs or
wooden chopsticks were contaminated. But a laboratory test conducted by
Professor Yuen Kwok Yung of Hong Kong University has found the fungi existed
in the allopurinol tablets for the patients. The drug, which was supposed to cure
patients, now turned out to be a "killer". This is really a very shocking finding.

In regard to the supervision system, the Food and Health Bureau and Hong
Kong University have taken seriously the deaths of fungus—infected patients and
conducted all possible follow—up tracings and studies, so that the "criminal culprit"
could be identified in a relatively short period of time. They have worked
effectively. On the other hand, however, Europharm, the producer of
contaminated drug, is the largest drug manufacturer in Hong Kong and a major
drug supplier to public hospitals. It supplies more than 40 drugs to public hospitals
ranging from drugs for cold and flu, high blood pressure, stomach diseases, high
blood sugar to eye drops, in addition to the contaminated drug for gout. This is
meant the incident of tainted allopurinol has cast a shadow on the use of drugs at
public hospitals. Moreover, drugs produced by Europharm are also widely used at
private hospitals and clinics. Thus the impact of the incident may be even more
far—reaching.

In regard to the incident, the crux of the matter right now is to find out what
has caused the drug to be contaminated with the fungus. All public hospitals in
Hong Kong today begin to replace the tainted drug. As in medical treatment,
replacement of the drug can only "provide temporary relief", only when the "root
cause (of a disease)" is found can a permanent cure be applied.

Common sense suggests that a drug could get contaminated with fungi from its
raw materials, in its manufacturing process, packaging or storage. Wherever the
problem occurs, it is a very serious matter. According to relevant regulations,
pharmaceutical production is subject to strict monitoring and supervision. Among
others, there are strict standards on the air quality, air germ content and
temperature in a factory, which must be checked and recorded in every half an
hour. And a drug, from its manufacturing to packaging, must pass at least five tests

including germ culture. Consequently, it is really unimaginable that the allopurinol
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produced by Europharm could ever have fungi 100 times the standard level.

‘What worries patients and citizens the most right now is whether other drugs
than allopurinol produced by Europharm are also tainted. According to an initial
analysis by industrial insiders, it is very likely that the fungi existed in starch, a raw
material used to make tablets. If such conjecture is true, then the real situation
would probably be much more serious than known to us.

After the occurrence of the incident, the general public have a common
question: How come the problem could not be found in time, as the Department
of Health had just sent inspectors in January and March to check the factory of
Europharm, which boasts Hong Kong's largest pharmaceutical manufacturer with
advanced equipment?

Now health and medical care authorities must take seriously the incident of
tainted allopurinol and the incurred problem of drug safety, and devote their
efforts to find out the causes and origin of the existence of the fungi and work out
effective measures to prevent any similar incident from occurring again.
Authorities' dealing with some medical accidents in the past has given the public
the impression that they are partial to medical personnel and institutions. For, their
investigations into these accidents either mentioned but vaguely the causes or
simply left the problems unsettled, unable to clear up citizens' doubts. Generally
speaking, the quality and level of our medical—care services is satisfactory.
However, "troubles" occur persistently from time to time. The heart of the
matter is to further strengthen supervision and improve the system, so that citizens
can really feel completely at ease.

09 March 2009

Idiom

The crux of the matter, the heart of the matter, the root of
the matter/something - The essential issue of the matter.

Examples:

1. All right, this is the crux of the matter.

2. The crux of the matter is that he is incompetent and we will
have to fire him.

3. It's about time that we get to the heart of the matter.

4. Now let's go to the heart of the matter. Who is going to pay
for all this?

5. It will take a little more study to get to the root of the problem.
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