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This document consists of four pages on what is known about
motor neurone disease and 12 pages on its management,
including terminal care. My initial reaction was to ask myself
whether this information could be gleaned from a textbook of
medicine and a general practitioner text such as Terninal care at
home by Spilling (Oxford Medical Publications, 1985). Good
terminal care provided at home is something most general
practitioners would aspire to provide and, when the time comes,
benefit from themselves. However, it would be misleading to
believe that because it is important and there is a large amount of
literature available, that everyone knows about it or is putting it
into practice.

In the case of motor neyrone disease, general practitioners
may feel they are on unfamiliar territory as they are likely to
manage only one or two cases in their general practice careers,
and these cases may leave questions and scars. As a registrar,
this was one of the few conditions for which I saw a consultant
prescribe increasing doses of morphine until death supervened.
The patient had terrible respiratory distress, and hospital training
at that time included little guidance on the management of
terminal care. Some of the ethical issue are still topical.
Many general practitioners have now received some training

in palliative care but there are reasons why the listening skills
and counselling that this monograph advocates tend to be pushed
into the background. The general practitioner contract and
remuneration system place emphasis on patient numbers,
meeting targets for health prevention and promotion, and
managing funds or budgets. Striving towards these targets and
managing the team can easily divert us from spending the time
with sick individuals that can help facilitate expression of their
concerns and the tailoring of explanations to their needs.

There will always be competing priorities, and gaps between
knowledge, attitudes and practice, and for these reasons I
welcome this short monograph. There was a piece of information
which was new to me. The Motor Neurone Disease Association
produces a 'breathing space kit', with advice for families and
suggested medications for attacks of breathlessness, usable by
families or a visiting general practitioner. If this reassures
patients, families and doctors it will be worthwhile.
The monograph is priced at £6.60, (£6.00 to RCGP members)

which is about 33 pence a page. If this clinical series is to have
an impact on general practitioners who are RCGP members and
non-members, it will be important for the RCGP to try to keep
their costs and prices at levels which are equivalent to other
publishers.
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