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ASK THE
DOCTOR
Each week,
Dunedin doctor
Paul Trotman
answers your
health questions.

Q. What do you think is the
healthiest form of
contraceptive?
A. This is a pretty difficult question
because the health risks of all
forms of contraceptive are minute
compared to the risks of what
you’re using them to prevent –
sexually transmitted diseases and
pregnancy. So the answer changes
depending on where in your life you
are. Early on, when STDs are more
of a risk, condoms and femidoms
are probably best (although I’d
probably put my daughter on the pill
as well, just in case). Later on when
you’re in a stable relationship, but
haven’t yet had a family, the pill is
a good bet (unless you’re a bit
forgetful, when I’d consider the
depot injection). Later on, post-
family you could consider tubal
ligation, although doctors are now
starting to recommend the new
hormone-releasing IUDs. Of course
at this stage the safest form of
contraceptive of all (for the woman
anyway) is to get her partner to
have a vasectomy.

Q. I am feeling quite down and
don’t know if I’m depressed or
just lethargic. What do you
suggest?
A. To be truly ‘‘depressed’’ and not
just lethargic, you need to fulfil very
specific criteria. There are even
different levels of depression with
their own requirements.
It’s all a bit clinical and impersonal,
but to be diagnosed with a ‘‘mild
chronic depression’’ you need to be
down most of the day, most days of
the week with at least two of the
following: poor appetite or
overeating, over sleeping or not
sleeping, low energy or tiredness,
low self esteem, poor concentration
or difficulty making decisions, or
feelings of hopelessness. It needs
to have gone on for two years or
more.
The best thing to do is talk to your
GP, work through the issues, come
up with a diagnosis and decide on
the best treatment.

Do you have a question for
Doctor Paul? Email
escape@star-times.co.nz with
Doctor in the subject line.
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Each week
Denise Corlett
answers your
dating questions.

Inournewweeklycolumn,
DeniseCorlettanswers
all yourdatingdilemmas

Q. I’ve met someone who’s
really lovely but I don’t feel
a sexual spark – should I
stick around in case it
might change?

A. The best relationships
and those which are most
successful over time have
two important things:
chemistry and compatibility.
Having just chemistry or a
sexual spark doesn’t
necessarily mean that the
relationship will be
successful. However, if you
have compatibility only,
without passion or
chemistry, it can be a good
prediction of a full, loving
relationship over time. So
you don’t need a spark to
begin with if you get along
well, but both compatibility

and chemistry together can
gel the relationship and
enable you to work through
any difficulties over time.
People can have different
time frames for when
chemistry or ‘‘sexual spark’’
kicks in. It can happen
straight away or can happen
over a few dates as you get
to know someone better. So
ask yourself how long you
have known this person for;
have you been able to gather
enough information about
this person to enable any
attraction to occur
(remember, chemistry can
be ignited by physical,
intellectual, emotional
factors); and lastly, are you

ready for a physical and
emotional relationship? If at
the end of all this there’s still
no sexual spark, then be OK
with the fact that it’s just not
there.
If this person is lovely, but
not for you, then be kind to a
single friend and introduce
them – as they could be right
for each other.

Q. Should I put out on the
first date? I’m a 27-year-old
woman and getting
desperate, and my friends
tell me it’s because I’m too
much of a prude.

A. I am assuming that you
are talking about someone

you haven’t met before. If
this is the case, then you
need to determine what you
want to achieve, what your
values are and whose
thoughts and impressions
matter the most to you.

Are you looking for brief
encounters or to start a
relationship? Are you really
okay about sleeping with
someone on the first date?
Do you feel good about
yourself and who you are or
are you more dependent on
the thoughts and
impressions of friends or
guys?

I get the impression that
you wouldn’t be comfortable
doing this and that it
wouldn’t suit who you
ultimately are.

If this is the case, then be
OK with that and value
yourself for who you are.

Aim to form a connection
with a man, create some
interest and desire with
someone who interests you.

Flirt and allow him to do
some work.

Enjoy the dating process
and only when you are
ready, make that step.

The general consensus
from a man’s perspective is
that they do want to sleep
with women on their first
date, but many would then
not view this person as a
future wife or partner.

■ Do you have a question for Denise
Corlett? Email escape@star-
times.co.nz with Dating Coach in
the subject line.
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Still confused?
■ Plastics New Zealand say using plastic in the microwave
is safe as long as guidelines are followed. Make sure plastic
containers are clearly labelled microwave safe.

■ Alternatively, use a glass or ceramic container, after all
it’s one or two extra dishes to wash.

■ Do not use takeaway food containers or margarine tubs
in the microwave, and make sure cling film doesn’t touch
the food during cooking.

■ Don’t thaw out supermarket meats in the original cling
film packaging.

■ When buying canned food, where possible try to buy
products from New Zealand or Australia first.

PLASTIC IS
everywhere,
touching, holding,

containing, everything. If
you open your fridge and
your pantry and only look at
the stuff you normally look
through, that which
surrounds your food, then
the mind begins to boggle.
How did we ever live
without all this ‘‘plastic

fantastic’’, I wonder? We
thought it was worth taking
a look at food packaging to
see if we are playing it safe.

These days it seems like
cancer rates are going
through the roof and male
infertility rates are forever
climbing. Many factors seem
to be implicated in both of
these things, but I wanted to
know if food packaging
played a part too.

As a mum of three, I have
used my fair share of cling
film, plastic food containers
and baby bottles. But by
heating these products up,
was I inadvertently putting
harmful chemicals into my
children’s food?

Some recent studies have
suggested there’s a link
between modern conditions
like early puberty in girls,
reduced sperm count in men,
breast cancer in menopausal
women and chemicals that
mimic the female hormone
oestrogen. While these
chemicals are commonly
found in everyday products
like paints, detergents, floor

polish, soy products and
herbicides and pesticides,
they can also be found in
many plastic products that
we purchase our food in or
store it in.

The cling film used by
supermarkets to package
meat and some fresh
produce contains substances
called phthalates. They’re
one of these chemicals that
mimic the female hormone
oestrogen. We did a lab test
where we thawed out some
mince in the original cling
film. The presence of heat
and the fat in the mince
caused a small amount of the
phthalate to migrate out of
the plastic into the mince.

A similar thing can
happen with some plastic
products that contain the
oestrogen-mimicking
chemical Bisphenol A. If a
fatty food is heated in one of
these plastic containers,
there’s a possibility some of
the Bisphenol A will leach
out of the plastic and into the
food. Overseas research has
been looking at what

happens when fat-rich infant
formula is heated in
polycarbonate baby bottles.
We repeated this in a lab
test and in one sample found
very small amounts of
Bisphenol A had leached into
the formula.

Bisphenol A can also be
found in the lining of tin cans
– so we tested four canned
products containing fatty
foods and found small
amounts of the chemical in
each.

Although extensive
international testing has
shown only minute amounts
of these oestrogenic
mimicking chemicals being
transmitted from the plastic
into the food, well within the
international guidelines, I
can’t help but wonder if the
long-term effects of very
gradual constant exposure to
these chemicals could be
harmful to us.

At left are some tips on
playing it safe, just in case.

■ What’s Really in our Food, TV3,
Tuesday, 8pm


