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Book reviews

How the Weather Affects your Health
by Manfred Kaiser (Michelle Anderson
Publishing, 2002). ISBN 08-55723297.
$19.95.

The National Environment Protection Measure for
Ambient Air Quality (the Air NEPM) estimates that
in Australia there are 2,400 deaths per year as a result
of particulate matter pollution, This is more than the
annual road toll. It is also an indication of how weath-
er (in the broadest sense) can affect your health.

This readable and interesting little book deals with
weather in the broadest sense. The cover lists asthma,
global warming, photoageing, arthritis, electromag-
netic radiation, skin cancer, migraines, heat stroke,
eye disorders, weather sensitivity, blood pressure,
heart and circulatory diseases, seasonal affective dis-
order and pollution.

According to the book, ‘up to 60% of Germans
claim to be weather sensitive but only 30% of
Americans do, and hardly any citizens of other coun-
tries.” This certainly accords with my experience. If I
examine my own bookshelf, the only other book that
1 own related to the topic is Medezin-Meteorologie
nach den Wetterphasen by H. Kiigler, published in
Munich in 1975. The two books differ markedly.
Kiigler’s is a short, 122 page scholarly work aimed at
the medical profession. Kaiser’s is a short, 180 page
popular work aimed at a general readership.

Kaiser’s book is divided into seven chapters:
Bioweather, Weather Sensitivity, Air, Heat, Cold,
Sun, and Violent Weather. Kaiser lives in country
Victoria, and the book is published in Melbourne, so
that it deals with Australian issues. A careful reading
also highlights how far behind we are in certain areas
of biometeorology. The recently published 2001 State
of the Environment Report’s Atmosphere Theme
Chapter points out that ‘Australia has now become the
“hay fever capital” of the world...with over 40% of
young adults suffering the symptoms of a runny nose
and itchy eyes’. We know that pollen from grasses
and trees is primarily the reason for this, yet, despite
the importance of pollen counts as an indicator of the
health of susceptible Australians, there is little regu-
Jar, ongoing, monitoring of pollen counts in Australia
and the little that there is, is centred on Melbourne.
Thus Kaiser is forced to present northern hemisphere
pollen counts.
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The contents of the book exhibit a wide-ranging and
comprehensive account of weather and health. I was
particularly interested to see that Kaiser included
“Vibration White Finger’ (VWF) in his effects of
cold, though he did not use this term for it. His
description is that ‘some users of vibratory tools, such
as pneumatic hammers and chain saws, can develop
the disease — especially when the tools are handled in
cold conditions’. The disease in this case is
Raynaud’s disease, a circulatory disorder that causes
the fingers to turn a deathly, waxy, white. My interest
stems from a personal belief that we are due for an
epidemic of VWF as a result of the general popula-
tion’s widespread percussion of their fingers on com-
puter keyboards.

The popular style of the book means that the
author makes magisterial pronouncements, but there
is no citation to their source. The tendency to such
pronouncements can be disconcerting. The statement
‘In Australia, thunderstorms are more damaging than
cyclones, floods or bushfires’ seems surprising at first
blush. It arises because of the enormous damage, and
the resulting enormous insurance claims, that arose
from the 1999 Sydney hailstorm. To realise this, the
reader will need to be astute. The description of the
Sydney hailstorm is not linked to the statement, or
vice versa.

There is an impressive bibliography at the back of
the book, but being a general bibliography, it is not
tied to particular chapters. I would have liked to be
able Lo follow up some of the statements in the book
such as:

‘Patients who have had a heart attack are suscepti-

ble to weather sensitivity, sometimes extremely so.

The rate is three times higher than it is in persons

who never had a heart attack.’

¢..the numbers of patients with hay fever are

greater in cities than they are in rural areas.’

‘The World Health Organisation warns that vacci-

nation programmes in populations with high UV

radiation exposure can be ineffective.”

I found the book to be interesting and useful read-
ing. Just once in a while I found that the writing style
intruded. For example, to say that Europeans have
fohn winds, Americans have chinooks, Israelis have
the sharav, and Australians have ‘easterlies, wester-
lies, or northerlies, depending on which part of the
coast they live’ may be correct but may also be diffi-
cult for the casual reader to comprehend.









