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WHEN you think of  a broken heart, 
you probably picture something out 
of  a romantic movie or a cartoon 
heart, cracked like a fragile piece 
of  china. Indeed, so-called “broken 
heart syndrome” has a certified 
place in popular culture, and has 
been eloquently used in films such 
as The Notebook. 

But while we certainly feel 
“heartbreak” during periods of  
emotional upheaval, can you actual-
ly die of  a broken heart?

The answer is never going to be 
simple, so first we should start with 
a bit of  science. 

In the past two decades, atrial 
fibrillation (AF), a form of  irregu-
lar heartbeat, has become one of  
the most important public health 
problems and a significant cause 
of  increasing health-care costs in 
Western countries.

Individuals with AF have a five-
fold and twofold increased risk of  
stroke and death, respectively. The 
exact cause of  AF is still unresolved 
and is likely to involve multiple 
components such as genetic and en-
vironmental factors. 

Atrial fibrillation is a progres-
sive conditionto so-called “perma-
nent” AF. An essential element 
in this progression is a so-called 
“trigger”, anything from illness and 
fatigue, to alcohol, caffeine and emo-
tional stress.

But what does this have to do 
with a broken heart? In a recent 
article published in the online jour-
nal Open Heart, a Danish research 
team reported findings showing 
that the death of  a partner was 
linked to heightened risk of  devel-
oping AF for up to a year after the 
bereavement.

This study examined hospital 
records of  88 612 people in Den-

mark (19.72% of  whom had lost a 
partner) and identified people diag-
nosed with AF for the first time be-
tween 1995 and 2014. The team also 
randomly selected a control group 
(without AF) of  886 120 people 
(19.07% of  whom had lost a partner) 
matched with the AF group on age 
and gender. 

The study revealed that indivi-
duals whose cohabiting partner or 
spouse had died had an increased 
risk of  getting AF within 30 days of  
the bereavement – a risk estimated 
to be 41% higher than average.

The risk was highest eight to  
14 days after the loss (90% high-
er than average) and gradually 
declined to a level close to that of  
non-bereaved population after one 
year. 

This risk was higher among 
people under the age of  60 and 
among those whose death was 
 unexpected. 

Scientific findings accumulat-
ed over the past 25 years seem to 
support the notion that a real-life 
broken heart can lead to heart 
 problems. 

“Broken heart syndrome”, also 
known as stress-induced cardio-
myopathy or Takotsubo cardio-
myopathy, was first described in 
Japan in 1990 and has recently been 
globally recognised as a real medic-
al condition. 

It starts abruptly and unpredict-
ably (even in healthy individuals). 
Symptoms include chest pains, 
shortness of  breath, and an abnor-
mal electrocardiogram, which re-
sembles a heart attack but with no 
blocked heart blood vessels.

Takotsubo syndrome accounts 
for 2%-5% of  heart attack cases seen 
by doctors, mostly in women.

Interestingly, Takotsubo cardio-
myopathy is usually triggered by an 
emotionally or physically stressful 
event such as bereavement, major 
surgery or being involved in a disas-
ter such as an earthquake. 

The exact mechanisms leading 
to it are unknown, but evidence 
suggests excessive release of  stress 
hormones, such as adrenalin, acts 
as a trigger, weakening the heart 
muscle.

It is certain we can have our 
hearts broken – and that, for some, 
this can be very dangerous indeed. 

Yes, 
you can 
die of a 
broken 
heart

LOCAL government elections will 
soon be here. Despite the chaos in 
our national politics, people are 
rightfully thinking seriously about 
the coming elections and local polit-
icians are more visible now.

But when the politics of  power 
have been settled, and when the 
elections have come and gone, what 
will all of  this mean for people 
struggling with bread and butter 
issues in marginal communities? 
Will they have greater access to pro-
cesses of  governance in their com-
munities and thus potentially better 
services? The government has cre-
ated legislative and constitutional 
provisions for public participation, 
particularly so that the poor can en-
gage meaningfully with processes 
of  governance.

Unfortunately, these provisions 
do not mean that effective partici-
pation will take place. Civil society 
and other stakeholders need to be 
mobilised to participate in enrich-
ing deliberations around policies 
that affect them.

Heaps of  academic work has af-
firmed the need to improve the level 
of  outreach to citizens, as it is in the 
interest of  government to improve 
participation, because it improves 
the quality of  legislation, and 
strengthens accountability, trans-
parency and trust in government.

One of  the critical points at 
which the level of  outreach needs 
to be seriously improved is, quite 
obviously, at local government level.

A much talked about shortfall 
that emerged in recent months was 
poor communication between gov-
ernment and communities, hence 
“service delivery” protests and 
apathy shown at local government 
level. Bearing in mind the constitu-
tional imperative of  building a local 

government system that would 
serve as a means to extend democ-
racy to communities who have been 
largely deprived of  political rights, 
local government is supposed to 
be a nodal point for South Africa’s 
democracy.

In order to 
realise this object-
ive, the local gov-
ernment structure 
has to be configured 
in a way that allows 
community partici-
pation and owner-
ship. This structural 
shortfall has been a 
problem that almost 
led to the collapse of  
the system in recent 
years.

Citizens’ partici-
pation in the local 
government system 
is necessary to ensure that com-
munities own the system, rather 
than seeing the system solely as a 
dispenser of  material services such 
as electricity and water supply.

Consequently, if  the system fails 
in providing basic services, there re-
main no other grounds for citizens 
to be patient and loyal to the system, 
since its only source of  strength 
would have collapsed. Citizens’ par-
ticipation in the system would not 
only strengthen the institution of  
local government by bolstering a 
sense of  accountability on the part 
of  local government officials, but 
would also have the symbolic effect 

of  responsive democracy.
The standard caution raised at 

the idea of  participation is that it 
would not resolve everything at 
local government level, but there is 
no proving, except for theoretical 

extrapolations, that 
participation is a 
necessary facet of  
a true or functional 
democracy.

It is contested 
that citizens are 
too busy with their 
private lives to en-
gage on a day-to-day 
basis with local gov-
ernment issues and 
it is believed that by 
providing material 
goods such as basic 
amenities, water 
and electricity, the 
local government 

system would have satisfied its pri-
mary objectives, and the apparent 
demand for participation would ul-
timately dwindle.

While it is correct to say that cit-
izens are not always interested in 
the functioning of  the government, 
structural limitations impede par-
ticipation.

Therefore, the structural limit-
ations to citizens’ participation at 
local government level are an issue 
of  concern, more so for a nation 
with a strong history of  community 
participation and collaboration.

More than being merely ma-
chinery aimed at ensuring service  

delivery, local government should 
be seen as a connecting point be-
tween national government and 
communities.

Citizens do not get an oppor-
tunity to engage meaningfully 
with government once they cast 
their votes and it is only through a 
well-structured local government 
system that a constant relationship 
between citizens and government is 
maintained.

Democracy is a difficult concept 
to deal with, for once a democratic 
route is adopted there is no turning 
back. Once the basic principles of  
democracy are adopted, channels 
for the pursuit of  those principles 
should remain open; whether or 
not the opportunity is utilised is an-
other matter altogether.

Therefore, it is important that 
channels for citizens’ participation 
at local government level are kept 
open and readily available, as this 
is as important a prerogative as pro-
viding basic service delivery.

The need to capture poor, mar-
ginal voices cannot be emphasised 
enough, or we may be in further 
danger of  operating in ways that 
are disconnected from an orienta-
tion that is poor-friendly.

● Buccus is senior research 

associate at ASRI, research 

fellow in the School of  Social 

Sciences at UKZN and academic 

director of  a university study 

abroad programme on political 

transformation.

Local government needs a revamp
Communities must own the system,  

not see it solely as a dispenser of  
services such as electricity and water
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WHILE it is always pleasing to see 
new therapeutic options becoming 
available for patients requiring 
treatment – “Robotic op first for 
KZN” (The Mercury, Monday, April 
18), it would also be an opportune 
time to remind patients and their 
families that the treatment of  med-
ical diseases usually involves a 
choice between different treatments 
with different advantages and dis-
advantages.

Although robotic-assisted 
laparoscopic radical prostatectomy 
is an advance compared to laparo-
scopic radical prostatectomy, there 
is an alternative treatment that has 
even fewer side effects and compli-
cations then either of  the laparo-
scopic procedures. 

This treatment is called prostate 
brachytherapy. Unlike the surgical 
procedures, where the removal 
of  the prostate gland results in a 
comparatively high incidence of  
both incontinence and impotence, 
brachytherapy patients are usually 
not at risk of  these socially debili-
tating complications. 

Brachytherapy is also a day case 
procedure, unlike the laparoscopic 
procedures, and there is no need to 
be discharged with an indwelling 
catheter and/or drains.

This combination of  benefits 
makes it particularly appealing to 
patients, and to date thousands of  
men across South Africa have had 
successful treatment of  prostate 
cancer with brachytherapy. 

This is another advantage as 
brachytherapy can be performed 
in any hospital anywhere in the 
country, whereas the robot-assisted 
procedure can only be performed 
in a few hospitals. Finally, given the 
high costs associated with purchas-
ing, installing and maintaining the 
robot, brachytherapy may be the 
more cost-effective treatment.

The results of  brachytherapy are 
just as good, if  not better than other 
forms of  treatment. In pooled data 
freely available, it is apparent that 
over a long period, brachytherapy 
(in combination with other treat-
ments if  necessary), may be more 
effective in terms of  disease control 
for every stage and grade of  pros-
tate cancer as compared to other 
treatment options. 

In summary, I think that all 
patients with potentially curable 
prostate cancer need to make a fully 
informed decision regarding their 
treatment. 

This will only be possible if  they 
are given adequate information re-
garding all treatment options avail-
able, especially the advantages and 
disadvantages of  each therapeutic 
option, so that they can choose the 

Robotic 
option 
may not 
be the 
best one

CRIME has reached unprecedent-
ed levels in this country and some-
thing drastic needs to be done with 
immediate effect.

It cannot be business as usual 
while innocent people are being 
butchered. We read about killings, 
rapes, car hijackings on a daily 
basis. 

The killings that took place at 
Kwaceza in Mahlabathini are the 
final straw. Six innocent people 
were killed including a 3-year-old 
child. People are taking the law into 
their own hands, and they don’t fear 
jails any more.

It is so sad that people have lost 
ubuntu. What type of  a person kills 
an innocent 3-year-old? The mil-
lion-dollar question is: What went 
wrong?

Drastic steps needed 
against crime

IN THIS age of  transparency, pol-
itical correctness and so forth why 
is it that the Telkom telephone dir-
ectory has suddenly stopped pub-
lishing details of  call charges, call 
more and international off-peak call 
times?

The poor and international 
visitors are being prejudiced by the 
lack of  such information.

TONY ADAMS
Hillcrest

Why is Telkom so 
coy about charges?

ONE thing I agree with writer Mike 
Greenaway about is the “kick and 
chase” game played by the Sharks 
is costing them dearly. They get the 
ball, (Cobus) Reinach kicks it away 
and the Sharks get punished. 

Willie Le Roux – flash in the pan?
The problem with the Sharks, 

an excellent team badly coached 
by Gold, is John Smit. Look at his 
history. Kicked out Plum and down-
hill from there. How can a team like 
this, some big names, play so badly?

Because the coach tells them 
what to do and how he wants the 
game played and Smit keeps the 
coach there. Absolutely no hope.

Get rid of  Smit and let him take 
Gold with him. Quickly.

CHRIS VAN DER MERWE
Gillitts

Kick and chase 
Smit and Gold

FORMER Finance Minister Nhlan-
hla Nene has been confirmed as a 
board member at Allan Grey, and 
received an honorary doctorate in 
the finance field from the Mango-
suthu University of  Technology in 
uMlazi.

I believe to congratulate Nene is 
in order for his achievements.

Nene proved himself  to be an 
excellent finance minister and if  
he was still in office, he would have 
introduced more austerity meas-
ures in government in the interest 
of  the country. 

I am in no way saying that 
present Finance Minister Pravin 
Gordhan is not proving himself. He 
undoubtedly placed South Africa on 

Zuma lied about 
Nene’s Brics post

NOW the DA is asking the SA  
Reserve Bank to be honest about the 
Guptas. I am sure someone in our 
financial service providers will leak 
something soon. 

It is unprecedented in our hist-
ory that financial institutions act 
in this manner against a listed com-
pany. Is it linked to the Sars secret 
service? The Panama Papers? The 
nuclear deal? The state capture? 
There is no smoke without fire.

JOHN DRAKE
Winklespruit.

What’s the Reserve 
Bank, Gupta deal?

THOSE not averse to 
facing the truth will 
agree that the plight 
of the youth in South 

Africa – particularly among  
African and coloured com-
munities – is a ticking time 
bomb that we ignore at our 
peril. 

This hazard is highlighted 
in a study regarding the so-
cial profile of South African 
youth between 2009 and 2014,  
released on Monday by Statis-
tician-General Pali Lehohla. 

And with admirable under-
statement, Lehohla predicts a 
“very difficult future” based 
on the worrying trends uncov-
ered by the study.

The kind of life that these 
marginalised youth lead today 
– characterised by crime, un-
employment and a general 
lack of skills compared to 
peers from other race groups 
– is not what was promised to 
disadvantaged South Africans 
at the dawn of democracy 22 
years ago. 

The stats are staggering and 
paint a bleak picture. 

And the disconcerting  
reality is that, as the statis-
tician-general cautions, the  
effects of this trend are  
going to be with us for a long 
time.

The Stats SA study informs 

us that of the 19.9 million 
people aged between 15 and 
34, only 38% have matric, 1% 
have a university degree and 
4% have a tertiary qualifica-
tion other than a degree. 

Unemployment among 
those aged between 15 and 34 
was at almost 40%, compared 
to five years ago when the  
figure stood at 34.2%. 

Of the 5 million unem-
ployed in South Africa, 66% 
were youths in 2014. 

Unemployment among 
African males of working age 
(15 to 24) was at 53%, and 61% 
among female equivalents,  
according to SA Institute  
of Race Relations 2015 figures.

A future armed with little 
education and few job pros-
pects is unenviable. 

The daily “service deliv-
ery” protests are led by young 
people who should be getting 
education or badly needed 
skills. 

In the Western Cape, events 
on the Cape Flats provide grim 
reminders of what happens 
to communities where youths 
live without hope. 

No wonder people between 
the ages of 14 and 25 account 
for 29% of the country’s prison 
population.

This state of affairs is a reci-
pe for disaster.

Youthquake

WOMEN in leader-
ship positions at 
Cell C have come out 

in support of their chief exec-
utive, Jose dos Santos, after his 
unfortunate comments on his 
perception of women in the 
workplace. 

They issued a statement, de-
crying his choice of words, but 
saying what he had done for 
staff, expecially women, out-
weighed his words.

Those comments could, 
perhaps, be best summarised 
in this way: Hire them, but 
make sure they look good.

While his women staff’s 
props might give Dos Santos 
a brace as he faces criticism, 
these don’t properly adjudi-
cate the facts. 

Speaking on CliffCentral, 
he sounded like a man lost 
in 1975, saying good-looking 
women in a workplace en-
hanced men’s experience. 

He said that since he joined 

the company in 2012, women 
staff had increased from 40% 
to 60%.

He also made the observa-
tion that women had a “bitch 
switch”, and “boy if you see 
two women fighting it is worse 
than two men”.

The outrage at Dos Santos 
might not have been so much 
about his outdated views on 
sexual and gender politics. 

Women are aware of  
how much catching up men 
have to do, and allocate a cer-
tain amount of patience to 
that. 

They’re also aware that 
some women have misgivings 
about each other. 

The outrage was more 
about Dos Santos’s misplaced 
flattery. 

Women like to look good, 
but they do it primarily for 
themselves, just like applying 
their excellent brains to the 
job they’ve been hired to do.

Sisterhood? Not!

If everybody loves you, something is wrong. 
Find at least one enemy to keep you alert.  

– Brazilian novelist and lyricist Paulo Coelho

Thought for the day

Second take 

A GIFT for the boss:

●  Offer loyal-
ty, not blind or un-
questioning loyalty, 
but in accordance 
with your mutually 
understood employee  
agreements. Do not speak poorly 
of  your boss within the organi-
sation or to outsiders. If  you are 
unhappy with his or her perform-
ance talk directly to the boss or to 
those empowered to act on your 
behalf.  

● Offer trust, but not blind or 
unquestioning trust. If  an employ-
ee cannot trust a boss, something 
deeper needs to be (efficiently) ad-
dressed.

● Focus on your work during 
work hours. It’s not time for you 
to catch up on Facebook or to be 
glued to your phone. It’s also not 
time to plan your child’s birthday 
party. Advance only the purposes 

for which you have 
been hired.  

● An eye for how to 
improve the organisa-
tion and the gift (tact, 
nuance) of  when, how, 
and with whom to ex-

press such observations. Much at 
work may not make sense, but an 
employee must earn the platform 
to point them out before he or she 
becomes a self-appointed trouble-
shooter. 

● Offer honesty. Be brutally 
honest about finances, expense 
reports, vehicle usage, and re 
imbursements. Never take a cent 
that is not legitimately yours no 
matter who else may be doing so. 
You alone are always responsible 
for your honesty.

● Smith is a family therapist in 
the US. He can be e-mailed at  
FamilyTherapist@iCloud.com.

Rod 
Smith
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Citizens do not 
get an opportunity 
to engage 
meaningfully with 
government once 
they cast their 
votes

Imraan 
Buccus

COMMENT

Individuals whose 
cohabiting partner 
had died had an 
increased risk 
of getting atrial 
fibrillation

treatment option most appropriate 
for them. 

ASLAM BHORAT
Urologist in private practice

Durban

the right path with austerity meas-
ures to take the country to greater 
heights.

While Nene was showing his 
competence, President Jacob Zuma 
replaced him with unknown David 
van Rooyen, but he lasted a few days 
and was replaced by Gordhan. 

However, when Zuma replaced 
Nene, he said this was done because 
Nene would be in a new position 
to head the Brics bank, but Nene 
was not even a nominee to head the 
bank.

Zuma gave a clear understand-
ing to South Africans that Nene 
would head the bank, and we be-
lieved him. 

Obviously, he spoke a lie. It was a 
pure deception from South Africa’s 
No 1.

South Africa was robbed of  a 
good finance minister and Zuma 
must take the blame for ploughing 
the rand to a record low. There ap-
pears to be no immediate recovery 
from the present situation.

ISMAIL MOOLLA
Umzinto

Our justice criminal system is 
faulty. Criminals are granted bail 
easily. Once convicted, criminals 
qualify for parole after serving a 
few years of  their sentences. We 
have been hearing many stories of  
criminals committing crimes while 
on parole. 

We can complain that police are 
lazy, but the problem is within the 
system. Criminals have more rights 
than the law-abiding citizens. The 
time has come to halt these unneces-
sary rights. If  it means changing 
the constitution, let’s change it. We 
must not be prisoners in our homes 
while criminals roam the streets.

ROMANIUS ZULU
Morningside.

Nelson Chong


