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Foreword

Foreword
Genevieve A. Cowie

There is much to be found in public health research that is 

relevant to clinicians. The Australian and New Zealand Journal 

of Public Health is a valuable source of such information and 

this e-book has been produced to highlight articles of direct 

relevance to general practitioners. This should enable ‘big picture’ 

population-based information to be used in direct clinical care as 

well as to explore some professional issues affecting practitioners 

themselves. In addition to touching on issues commonly 

encountered in general practice, this book also unashamedly 

emphasises research in those needy, hard-to-reach groups that 

disproportionately do not present to general practitioners along 

with some strategies with which to engage them.

The first section deals with some practice pointers for primary 

health care. The role of continence physiotherapy as a low-cost, 

low-risk and effective first line treatment for the common problem 

of female urinary stress incontinence is confirmed. Another paper 

concerns the much under-recognised problem of fetal alcohol 

syndrome; it is included to show the importance of early correct 

diagnosis and consequent opportunities for early intervention 

and prevention of fetal alcohol syndrome in subsequent children. 

A paper on the disturbingly high frequency of benzodiazepine 

prescription in elderly general practice patients is included to 

encourage personal reflection of general practitioners on their own 

prescribing habits and collective action against the constraints of 

the Australian healthcare system and society that make alternative 

approaches to insomnia and anxiety so challenging.

The active part that primary health care can take in chronic 

disease prevention can be seen in the next section. The brief 

nature of a minimal nutrition intervention for increasing folate 

consumption makes it achievable for general practitioners, and 

where practice nurses are available to administer it, could be even 

more widely used. The next paper shows that New Zealanders are 

being given physical activity advice in the primary care setting, 

but that this could be much more widely practised. If you are 

confused about the relative merits of the plethora of smoking 

cessation interventions available, a good summary of the available 

evidence for best practice techniques in Australian health care 

settings is also included.

A Queensland study shows there is much work to be done 

to modify key cancer risk behaviours. Although much of this 

work must take place at a population level, clinicians may assist 

their patients through identifying these risk factors in individual 

patients, providing education to such patients about risks and 

ongoing intervention and support.

General practitioners are at the forefront in fighting infectious 

disease, including vaccine administration. It is clearly important 

that clinicians’ knowledge of immunisation is accurate; this issue is 

explored in a survey by Leask and colleagues. Are you, your staff 

and your patients who are health care workers adequately protected 

against vaccine preventable diseases? Do you presume that the 

systems in place at health care workers’ place of employment have 

adequately tackled the issue? We include a study that shows that 

this may not be the case. 

The tricky issue of how to protect against both mosquito-

borne disease and skin cancer-causing ultraviolet radiation 

simultaneously is addressed by Webb and Russell. This is 

especially relevant for those living in areas such as far north 

Queensland where vector mosquitoes are present that bite during 

the day. This study gives recommendations concerning the use 

of combined repellant/ sunscreen preparations. Such advice can 

readily be conveyed in a primary healthcare setting.

If you thought you were safe from mosquito-borne disease in 

New Zealand, then think again. A serious warning is given to 

New Zealand public health and biosecurity authorities as well as 

clinicians on the almost inevitability of serious outbreaks of exotic 

arboviral infections there, many of them originating in nearby 

Australia. For general practitioners and specialist physicians alike, 

arbovirus infection must be included amongst the list of differential 

diagnoses of polyarthritis with fever so that the appropriate testing 

and public health responses may be initiated in a timely fashion 

and major outbreaks avoided. 

Do you know if your patients are in contact with birds? To 

complete the section on infectious disease we have included 

an excellent and highly clinically relevant summary of what it 

known about the major bird-related causes of respiratory illness in 

Australia with their overlapping clinical features and their highly 

variable severity.

The next few sections deal with a range of hard-to-reach groups, 

the first being young people. Why don’t more young people go 

to general practitioners with their health concerns? Bernard and 

colleagues showed that while there is some congruence between 

the perceptions of general practitioners and young people on some 

aspects of health provision and issues of concern to them, there are 

other areas where significant misunderstandings occur. General 

practitioners often mistook the barriers that adolescents perceive 

to presenting for help and have quite different ideas about how to 

tackle these barriers. While not all these barriers can be easily dealt 

with by individual medical practitioners as some health service 

restructuring would be required, practitioners do need to be open 

to alternative methods of service delivery and education for young 

people about processes for obtaining help for their health issues.

The next study examines what a group of young university 

students believe about emergency contraception. Although 

this study uses a convenience rather than a random sample, it 

demonstrates that ignorance about the availability, appropriate 

use, mode of action and safety surrounding the use of emergency 

contraception is likely to be severely restricting its use, at least 

in this important target group. Health professionals should be 

mindful of the need of young people for further education about 

the use and availability of emergency contraception and to correct 

misconceptions likely to have been absorbed from the general 

public.
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A novel strategy for reaching young rural men for an often 

hidden problem is shown by the success of recruiting from 

football clubs for screening for chlamydia infection. Although 

this study was primarily designed for sexually transmissible 

infection research and education in an understudied population, it 

is certainly a strategy that could be adapted by general practitioners 

to better serve their local community, especially if definitive 

treatment can also be offered. 

The next section concentrates on highly marginalised groups, 

the first being a cross-sectional study that examined the mental 

health of a group of homosexually active men. Knowing that such 

men are at high risk of depression and the various factors that are 

associated with this depression may assist general practitioners 

in identifying and mitigating this health inequity.

Gilles and colleagues’ paper describing the health of largely 

Indigenous inmates at a regional Western Australian prison makes 

visible the poor health of an extremely marginalised population. 

It is included as it shows opportunities for interventions both at 

a primary care and public health level which have the potential 

to make a large difference to the health of inmates and the 

communities to which they return.

A systematic search of Medline-listed papers gives practical 

clinical advice on the screening and management of sexually 

transmissible infections in sex workers. In addition, it looks at the 

issue of how much protection condoms really give from the various 

infections as well as pregnancy, information that is valuable for 

both clinicians and their patients. 

Homeless people are a vulnerable group at high risk of liver 

infection and chronic liver disease yet they are hard to reach with 

preventive measures such as immunisation against hepatitis A and 

B. We include is a paper that shows that a successful immunisation 

program can be achieved through a well-organised clinic, long-

established, accepted and utilised by homeless people with pointers 

for further increasing completion rates. Similarly, the success of a 

program using an accelerated hepatitis B immunisation schedule 

for young drug users is described, its completion rates greatly 

enhanced by the measures taken to reduce barriers to vaccine 

administration.

The final section deals with particularly disadvantaged culturally 

and linguistically diverse communities. Humanitarian entrants 

into Australia comprise a marginalised population with great 

personal and public health needs. Raman and colleagues illustrate 

the dearth of refugee-specific services available for children and 

young people in NSW despite such needs. A range of models of 

care for refugees will probably be needed – general practitioners 

are likely to be involved in many of these. One such model for 

humanitarian entrants in a regional area is described in a further 

paper. Thus far, however, none of the models of care used is 

comprehensive; successful subsequent transfer of patient care to 

community general practitioners remains problematic. Needless 

to say, such services need appropriate support, staffing, funding, 

protocols and service linkages. Those general practitioners 

attempting to see refugees in community practices find themselves 

largely unsupported by effective caseworkers, as detailed in a reply 

from a Melbourne general practitioner. There is much room for 

both policy and practice improvement in the comprehensive health 

assessment and treatment of this highly vulnerable population.

Medical practitioners are often frustrated by late presentations 

with cancers by Indigenous people. Why are they less likely to 

access and continue treatment and have such different treatment 

outcomes to the rest of the population? Shahid and Thompson’s 

overview of Indigenous cancer beliefs in Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand and the US may help practitioners and policy makers 

better understand the spiritual and cultural issues that impact on 

this area of healthcare and consequently provide better care to 

Indigenous people.

Do you know if your patients are being subjected to domestic 

violence? High rates of past and present partner violence were 

found on direct questioning of women presenting at a Māori health 

provider clinic. The study shows that such direct questioning in a 

primary healthcare context can be useful in identifying a serious 

risk to the health and safety of women and their children, whether 

Māori or not. Their discussion of appropriate responses of the 

healthcare system to family violence in a Māori context is a call 

to arms for those working in primary healthcare.

This e-book ends with a study of the social and cultural issues 

affecting overseas trained doctors who work in Indigenous health. 

It discusses the complexities of successful communication with 

patients, colleagues and communities across different cultures 

and the effects that this may have on transition, integration and 

retention of overseas trained doctors in Indigenous primary health 

services.

This e-book is intended to demonstrate that there is much to be 

found in the Journal both to interest general practitioners and to 

directly influence your practice. Such articles may now be even 

more easily accessed as the older issues of the Journal have also 

come online. We hope this sample of what can be found within 

its pages, whether paper or virtual, will encourage clinicians to 

browse the Journal for the many articles that are of direct relevance 

to your practice.
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