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ON tI'HE STATE OF THE PUBLIC HEALTH. 

IN an Editorial last month we dealt with Sections of Dr. MacN alty's 
Report concerning vital statistics and general epidemiology. We now turn 
to the Section " On the Relation of Food to Health and Disease." 

The great importance of this subject is evidenced by the recent appoint
ment by the Minister of Health and the Secretary of State for Scotland 
of an Advisory Committee "to inquire into the facts, quantitative and 
qualitative, in relatIon to the diet of the people, and to report as to any 
changes therein which appear desirable in the light of modern advances 
in the knowledge of nutrition." 

The Chairman of the Committee is .Lord Luke, and amongst its 
members we notice the names of Sir F. Gowland Hopkins, Sir John Ord, 
Professor E. P. Cathcart! Professor Mellanby, and Dr. J. M. I-Iamill, all 
men of wide experience in dietetic problems. 

Many investigations have been made recently with the object of ascer
taining the nature of the diet consumed by people in; different parts of the 
country. Qualitative and quantitative studies have be~~ made. The former 
can be made by intelligent and tactful health visitors, but Dr. MacNalty 
points out that information obtained in this way should not be used to 
calculate, as has been done, the amounts of different llutrients consumed, 
which can only be ascertained from quantitative dietary studies. 

When the total amounts of different foods consumed over a period of 
at least a week have been ascertained, the amount of edible nutrients in 
the foodstuffs are calculated from tables of food analyses and usually 
expressed as proteins, fat and carbohydrate, and the necessary amounts of 
calcium, phosphorus and iron are· stated. But the Chief Medical Officer 
considers that only when knowledge of food chemistry and physiology has 
so far advanced as to make it possible to state the amounts of the twenty 
or thirty essential nutrients in foods used for human consumption that the 
requirements of health will it be able to place an exact value on human 
diets. The amount of vitamins in foods and the exact quantity of each 
required by the human body have still to be ascertained. 

A knowledge of the minimum requirements of the human organism is 
essential as a criterion by which the nutritive value of diets may be assessed. 
The only information on this subject has been obtained from experiments 
of short duration carried out in laboratories. It is thought that investiga
tions covering only an insignificant proportion of the normal life-span 
cannot be used as a basis for the formation of dietaries to which man can 
safely adhere for long periods. 

The minimqm diet is stated to be not a starvation diet, but the smallest 
amount of food which will keep the body healthy and efficient under the 
environmental and physiological conditions of life of the individual. 
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On the State of the Public Health 111 

Investigations on sixty-eight families, forty-one of whom are un
employed, have just been carried out at Newcastle. Hremoglobin values 
and heights have also been determined. As all the diets have not yet 
been analysed definite pronouncements cannot be made. 'rhe total 
consumption of fresh whole milk appeared to be very low. In a 
proportion of the women and children there were definite signs of anremia, 
but this did not appear to be due to deficiency of iron. These results agree 
with those obtained by Davidson, Orr and others in Aberdeen. 

Qualitative diet studies in Leeds and Glossop have been made to 
ascertain whether any reiationship exists between diets and the condition 
of the blood. Those carried out in schools at Barnsley have shown curious 
prejudices among the children against butter, milk puddings, &c., which 
disappeared after persuasive efforts of the Matron. 

,Indirect evidence as to the value of diets can be obtained by studying 
the state of nutrition of the people. At present the only means, of doing 
this is by clinical examination in which reliance is placed on the expression, 
appearance and stance of the individual; the accuracy of this assessment 
depends on the experience of the examiners. 

Since there are no tests which will enable us to determine the normality 
of the nutritional functions, the Chief Medical Officer last year pointed out 
the necessity for carrying out research in this field. Inquiries are being 
made in several places throughout the country to determine by physio
logical methods the efficiency of the voluntary neuro-muscuJar system and 
of the equilibrating and co-ordinating functions. 

Neuro-muscular tests by means of a special dynamometer has been 
carried out ina public school near London on 212 boys between the ages 
of 12~ and 19. When the maximum lumbar pulls of these boys were 
related to their weights it was found that the ratio, pull in pounds over 
weight in pounds, was equal to 2·42 ± 0'013. Several medical officers of 
health have now started research on these lines. In the Carnegie Physical 
Training College at Leeds similar investigations are being carried out, and 
the response of the pulse-rate to maximum effort is also being estimated. 
In some places it has also been possible to determine the hremoglobin of 
the blood of school children who are considered to be malnourished. 

The nutrition of infants is evidenced by growth; but it is not sufficient 
to take the increase in weight alone, length must also be measured. At 
Dr. Magee's suggestion, a number of medical officers of health have estab
lished, as a routine, the taking of the lengths of babies attending their 
clinics by means of a simple measuring apparatus. It is hoped that it will 
soon be possible to copstruct a standard length curve ;a means will then 
be available by which the various materials used in the artificial feeding of 
infants can be tested. 

The Committee of the Milk Marketing Board have recently arranged 
to carry out an investigation .with the object of determining the effect on 
the nutrition of school children of additions of varying quantities of milk 
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112 On the State of the P~[,blic Health 

to their diet. It is also proposed to compare the nutritive properties of 
raw and pasteurized milk . 

. Dr. Corry Mann has already shown the beneficial effects of adding 
supplementary milk to the dietary of school children. 

In 1934 a Milk Act was passed, and a Section enables the Minister of 
Health to prescribe by Order all the special designations which are to be 
officially recognized, and also proyides that the power of granting licences 
may be delegated to local authorities. The number of licences for Certified 
and Grade A (TT) milk in force at the end of 1934 was 597. 

Although the operation of the Milk (Special Designations) Order is still 
confined to a very small proportion of the total dairy farms in the country, 
it has caused sustained interest in ·the tuberculin test, with the result that 
the technique of the double intra-dermal method has been much improved 
during the past few years. Interest has also been stimulated by the 
Tuberculosis (Attested Herds) Scheme.of the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Fisheries. It seems likely that the requirements of this scheme can only 
be met by self-supporting herds of home-bred stock. A large proportion 
of dairy farmers do little or no breeding or rearing of young stock, but rely 
on cattle markets for the renewal of their stocks, with the attendant risk 
of introducing infected cattle into their herds. They follow this plan 
owing to the necessity for maintaining a steady output of milk, as it is 
imperati ve for them to obtain fresh milch cows at short notice. Most of 
the licensed herds in the industrial districts are managed on this so-called 
"floating" system, which is fundamentally opposed to the requirements of 
the attested herd system. • 

It is significent that the herds of licencees who previously produced 
Grade A milk, and were subjected to quarterly veterinary inspections, were 
found to contain many reactors to the tuberculin test, even fifty per cent 
being not exceptional. It, therefore, seems that regular veterinary 
ilispection of Grade Aherds, combined with improved sanitation and better 
hygienic conditions on the farms, has not materially reduced the amount 
of infection from tuberculosis in the cattle. 

The Tuberculosis Committee, jointly appointed by the Medical Research 
Council and the Agricultural Research Council, has considered the question 
whether the "Cambridge synthetic tuberculin "would be as satisfactory 
for the intra-dermal-test as standard old tuberculin. ]'ield trials showed 
that the synthetic product is as potent as the standard in tuberculous 
cattle, while in non-tuberculous cattle the reaction is smaller and more 
defined. It also seemed probable that the synthetic tuberculin would 
facilitate the interpretation of border-line reactions, and might lead to the 
elimination of anomalous results due to non-specific substances derived 
from the culture media. The Ministry has, therefore, decided that this 
synthetic tuberculin is suitable for the tests carried out for the purposes of 
the Milk (Special Designations) Order, 1923. 

The Committee on Cattle Diseases of the Economic Advisory Council, 

guest. P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-66-02-06 on 1 F
ebruary 1936. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


, 

On the State of the Public Health 113 

appointed in 1932, issued their report in 1934. They estimate that at .least 
40 per cent. of the cows in dairy herds are infected with tuberculosis, and 
point out the proportion of the milk supply that may be infected depends 
on the extent to which milk from cows and herds is bulked. They estimate 
that bovine tuberculosis is responsible for about 2,500 deaths per annum 
and for a still larger number of cases of serious illness. 

The Committee recommend that four grades only of milk should be 
allowed to be sold: (1) Certified milk derived from tuberculosis-free herds, 
(2) pasteurized milk, (3) sterilized milk, and (4) milk (un certified), i.e., milk 
which has not been heat-treated and has not been derivp.d from tuberculosis
free herds but which attains a certain hygienic standard. The Committee 
consider that any recognizable changes in pasteurized milk rightly con
ducted are too small to outweigh the great advantages inherent in the 
protection from infection which the treatrpent secures and in the public 
confidence which it inspires. 

In respect of cleanliness of milk as distinct from safety the Committee 
recommend that a standard should be prescribed with which all milk should 
be required to comply. They do not recommend the continuance of the 
designation Grade A, and it is clear that if their recommendations as to 
routine clinical inspection of all herds and the standard of cleanliness for 
all milk is adopted, then fourth grade of milk (uncertified) will not differ 
materially from what is now called Grade A milk. 

The Chief Medical Officer considers that "with the improvements ill 
. the technique of pasteurization and the improvements in motor transport, 
which make pasteurized milk readily available at considerable distance from 
the pasteurizing establishment, it has become evident that it is by the 
development of this process that the safety of the general milk supply of 
the country is to be secured." 

In the Report of the Departmental Committee on the Composition and 
Description of Food, it was suggested that definite standards of composition 
should be laid down. Tbe Ministry of Health considers that the interests 
of the public are efficiently protected by the general provisions of the Food 
and Drugs (Adulteration) Act as administered by Local Authorities, and 
that the standardization of foods in general would not only be extremely 
difficult but would fail to confer any great benefit on the public at large. 

The Food and Drugs Act forbids the addition to food of ingredients 
that may render it injurious to health, leaving in many cases the decision 
as to what is injurious to be based on the evidence given in court. But in 
many cases the ingredients injurious to health when present in small 
quantities cannot be definitely decided. It was thought that the soundest 
practice would be to fix the amount of unavoidable impurity as low as can 
be achieved by a competent manufacturer. But many other points have 
arisen from tbeapplication of new scientific knowledge to food manu
facture. The new solvents derived from ethylene glycol used as vehicles 
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114 On the State of the Public Health 

for essences are cases in point. Also ethy lene oxide is coming into favour 
for fumigating various foodstuffs, such as grain, dried fruit,&c., which are 
liable to become infested with maggots or weevils. It is considered that 
a great deal more information on the physi.ological side is needed before it 
can be said that ethylene glycol and its derivatives are harmless to man 
and that fumigation with ethylene oxide is devoid of any risk to health. 

Hitherto amounts of lead not exceeding a very few parts per million 
in foods have usually been considered negligible, but it seems that we may 
require to modify our ideas as the work recently done on ethyl petrol has 
shown that nearly everyone is constantly excreting lead in minute quan
tities in the urine. Lead to the extent of 100 parts per million has also 
been found in the bones of apparently normal people. These new facts 
suggest that there may not be a harmless limit to the presence of lead in 
foods and water. 

Last yearan investigation on the use of antimony in enamelled hollow 
ware was undertaken by Dr. Monier-Williams, consequent on numerous 
outbreaks of poisoning due to the consumption of lemonade made or stored 
in enamelled jugs. It appears that antimony is only toxic when present 
in the trivalent state and in a soluble form. 'l'he metal in the q uitlque
valent state is inocuous. Unfortunately it seems impossible to ensure 
that some reduction to the trivalent state does not occur in the enamelling 
furnace and that soft enamels are not used in the cheaper grades of hollow
ware. Dr. Monier-Williams now concludes that total prohibition of anti
mony in hollow-ware will be in the best interests both of the public and, 
of the trade. 

During the year 1934 there were fifty-eight outbreaks of food poisoning 
reported to the Ministry. Three large outbreaks were undoubtedly asso
ciated with the consumption of pressed beef and ham. The food in all 
three Outbreaks had been prepared in factories in which scrupulous cleanli
ness was observed and meat of the best quality employed. Bacteriologically 
the only suspicious finding was the presence of Staphylococcus aureus in 
the food. It was thought that during the process of pickling, pressing and 
handling of the meat infection with staphylococci from the skin, mouth or 
nose of the employees had occurred and been followed by the production 
of sufficient toxin in the meat to excite gastric irritation. Professor Jordan, 
of Chicago, and his pupils have shown that the ingestion of quite small 
doses of the toxin by monkeys and 'human beings is followed by sickness 
and vomiting, No certain means of distinguishing the poisonousstaphylo
cocci from the non-poisonous strains present in dust, &c., yet exists and 
search for a simple test has been begun in the Ministry's Laboratory, ,It 
is thoughttbat many of the milder cases of vomiting and diarrhooa that 
occur in well-managed households may be due to ingested staphylococcus 
toxin. 

We regret that lack of space prevents us from dealing with the 
remaining Sections of the Chief Medical Officer's Report. 

, 
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