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Reorganization of the Canadian blood
system was already well underway when
Justice Horace Krever released the final
report of the inquiry he headed into how
thousands of Canadians became infected
with HIV and hepatitis C virus (HCV)
during the 1980s. The three-volume,
1,170-page document, released at the
end of November, cost around Can$22
million and was the product of four years
of often acrimonious hearings. Not sur-
prisingly, blood transfusion safety
topped Krever’s list of priorities.

The main recommendation out of the
50 that the report contained, was that
past and future blood-related injuries be
compensated under no-fault schemes to
be devised by the provinces. “In our
hope for the future we must not forget
that a terrible tragedy did occur,” said
Krever. “It is for that reason that my first
recommendation is for compensation for
blood-related injuries incurred in the
past or that may occur in the future.”

The report estimated there to be as
many as 28,600 HCV infections which
resulted from tainted blood, and as many
as 1,200 HIV infections—133 of which
occurred because HIV testing did not
begin until November 1985, more than
six months after the U.S. had started
screening its blood supply.

Krever recommended that the new na-
tional blood bank called Canadian Blood
Services, which is scheduled to become
operational this fall, should continue to
use only volunteer blood donors. He also
requested that it be actively regulated by
the Bureau of  Biologics and
Radiopharmaceuticals of the federal
health department, and be funded by hos-
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pitals using blood components and prod-
ucts. But according to Peter Gill, who
headed the federal health department’s
microbiology bureau from 1979-1988,
and then worked as head of the national
reference lab for the Red Cross until his re-
cent retirement, the new system is still
missing a crucial element. “Without a sur-
geon-general or ‘blood czar’ at the federal
level who has clout, the system will not be
able to respond to new threats any more

rapidly than its predecessor,” Gill warned.
The Canadian Red Cross Society (the
sole collector and provider of the coun-
try’s blood for more than 50 years), was
criticized heavily in the document. “The
Red Cross was a tentative and ineffective
decision-maker that recoiled from its re-
sponsibility to make timely decisions on
matters of safety,” Krever wrote. The
Royal Canadian Mounted Police is re-
viewing the report to determine whether
criminal charges are warranted.
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Reduction of international donor support
for diphtheria control activities in the
newly independent states of the former
Soviet Union is threatening the consider-
able amount of work which remains to be
done to end the epidemic. This was the
conclusion of the first meeting on diph-
theria self-sufficiency, held in Berlin at the
end of last year and organized by the
Interagency Immunization Coordinating
Committee (IICC).

The IICC is a collection of international
development agencies and government
representatives. It was established in 1994
with the support of the World Health
Organization (WHO) to assist the 15
newly independent states in controlling
diseases preventable by immunization.
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Although significant progress has been
made, these states and the Russian Feder-
ation still account for around 80 percent
of globally reported diphtheria cases. The
bacterium that causes diphtheria,
Corynebacterium diphtheriae, produces a
toxin that kills tissues in the throat, nasal
passage, lungs and heart if left untreated.
“Final diphtheria control measures are
urgently needed in Georgia, the central
Asian countries and Ukraine, where the
epidemic is not yet under control,” says
Sieghart Dittmann, coordinator of Com-
municable Diseases and Immunization at
the WHO Regional Office for Europe.
The Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and
Lithuania) have now achieved self-suffi-
ciency in diphtheria control due to exten-

Diphtheria control in the former USSR

sive support from the Nordic countries.
Kazakstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan
have signed an agreement with the Japan-
ese government that will give them com-
plete diphtheria vaccine support by 2000.
However, there are no fresh initiatives to
provide support for other states. “We are
not very optimistic,” says Dittmann,
“other problems are now attracting
greater attention, such as the large
increase in tuberculosis incidence and the
re-emergence of malaria in Armenia, Azer-
baijan and Tajikistan.” The IICC will carry
out assessment missions this spring to
establish further control measures for
diphtheria.
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