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An international scientific meeting on aspirin is needed

Aspirin (acetylsalicylic acid) is inexpensive and widely used to

treat numerous common conditions. Perhaps its most impor-

tant use now is the reduction of the risk of cardiovascular dis-

ease morbidity and mortality. As with all medicines, there are

undesirable effects to its use, most notably gastrointestinal

irritation and bleeding. Low dose aspirin is comparatively safe,

however, and in the reduction of cardiovascular disease risk

the potential benefit must be balanced against potential risk.

Observational epidemiological studies suggest that the

regular use of aspirin may lead to a reduced risk of several

other diseases. This includes certain cancers, particularly

those in the gastrointestinal tract, and the most persuasive

evidence relates to colorectal cancer. At least seven ran-

domised controlled trials to test the aspirin and colorectal

cancer hypothesis have been set up and preliminary data from

one of these trials are promising. Results from other trials are

expected in the near future.

Aspirin has the potential to make a substantial beneficial

contribution to disease control programmes. Malevolent

health threats require concerted and coordinated inter-

national research and development programmes. HIV/AIDS

and “the war on drugs” are examples of this. No international

programmes are being planned for benevolent aspirin. The

profile of aspirin, with its unique potential to reduce the risk

of several major diseases, therefore needs to be raised.

An aspirin meeting would serve at least two purposes.

Firstly, it would raise the profile of its beneficial health poten-

tial. Secondly, it would provide an opportunity for a critical

review of the aspirin evidence base. Experts from numerous

disciplines including the fields of aspirin research, cardiology,

epidemiology, oncology, and public health should be invited to

such a meeting. The publication of a meeting report would

allow the research and development recommendations to be

disseminated.

Aspirin has a fascinating history. In 1763, Reverend

Edmund Stone from Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire, United

Kingdom, wrote to the President of the Royal Society to

describe the treatment of ague (fever) using powdered willow

tree bark, which contains salicylic acid. In 1899, Bayer

patented and marketed aspirin. This was a significant

landmark in the history of medicine and the next 100 years of

aspirin promises to be equally fascinating. This paper issues a

wide call for an international scientific meeting on aspirin to

be convened at the earliest possible opportunity.
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APHORISM OF THE MONTH .........................................................................
“Man has lost the capacity to foresee and to forestall, he will end by
destroying the world.” (Albert Schweitzer)

When he wrote these words in the 1950s, Schweitzer was regarded by many as at least

eccentric, if not worse, despite the recent experience of global conflict and the first

use of nuclear weapons. He was writing at about the time that Watson and Crick

were discovering the double helical structure of DNA, and when Rachel Carson was publish-

ing her book Silent Spring, which predicted the ecological catastrophe to come. Since then

nothing has happened to distract from the salient truth that how we manage the planet and

how we manage relations between each other are the two things on which eventually the

security of health, wellbeing, and survival of the human species depend. As the world again

dissolves into global conflict, we are reminded that public health must be involved in these

most central of questions.
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