Lifetime risk of asthma is more than 40% for Canadians

World Asthma Day is May 1, 2007
Research conducted by Dr. Teresa To of Sick Kids Hospital in Toronto, has shown that an individual living in Canada has a 40% risk of developing asthma before the age of 40 years.  The statistics are part of a study published by the Institute for Clinical Evaluative Sciences, entitled “The Burden of Asthma in Ontario” which examined the total lifetime risk of developing asthma before the age of 40.
The risk of developing asthma is greatest in childhood, with 20% of children being diagnosed as asthmatic by 12 years of age. A further 20% of individuals may be diagnosed with asthma between the ages of 12 and 40 years.    
According to Statistics Canada, in 2005 the rate of asthma in Canadians over the age of 12 was 8.3%. If the lifetime risk of being diagnosed asthma is so high, why aren’t the rates of adults with asthma higher? 
The answer is that asthma is a variable disease.  It varies from time to time and person to person. Fortunately, approximately 30-50% of children with asthma will grow into adolescence having minimal or no symptoms; however, asthma can reappear in later life. Furthermore, some people may only have problems with asthma at certain times of the year. Because of these factors, the proportion of people with current asthma at any given time will be lower than the proportion of people who have ever been diagnosed with asthma. 
“This is the first time in Canada that we are able to use population-based data to generate statistics to measure the risk of developing asthma and they are alarming,” said Dr. Teresa To, co-author of the Burden of Asthma in Ontario study, “The implications of our finding that 2 out of every 5 people develop asthma point to the need for more research to identify the cause or etiology of asthma that may lead to prevention; and to develop and implement effective asthma programs including treatment, management and education to ensure individuals with asthma will continue to live and function with good quality of life”.

The cause of asthma is not completely understood.  Hereditary and environmental factors appear to be the biggest risks for the development of asthma. The increase in asthma that has been seen world-wide over the last twenty five years may be partly due to the increase in air pollution. 
However, another theory suggests that the increase in asthma may be partly due to changes in cleanliness. This theory proposes that when infants and toddlers are raised in very clean homes, their immune systems don’t learn how to handle common germs and irritants.  When they are exposed to these germs later in life, their immune systems over-react and the result is asthma.
There is a strong association between exposure of children to tobacco smoke and the development of childhood asthma. Asthma can also occur as a result of a viral infection.

Asthma can be fatal. Asthma deaths in Canada have decreased from 454 in 1998 to 287 in 2003. It is estimated that more than 80% of these deaths may have been prevented with proper asthma education and appropriate treatment.

The rates of asthma appear to have reached a plateau in the past five years, but as the population increases the total number of cases will increase.

Asthma cannot be cured but fortunately, asthma can be controlled. The three most important components of asthma care are: 1) education, 2) environmental controls and 3) medications.

The Lung Association provides extensive asthma education through its provincial offices across Canada.  Additionally, hundreds of health care professionals have been trained as Certified Asthma Educators through The Lung Association’s AsthmaTrecTM program.  For further information, please call, toll-free, 1-888-566-5864 or visit www.lung.ca/asthma.

“The latest revision of the Lung Association Asthma Handbook, which has helped tens of thousands of people across the country to keep asthma under control, will be available from local Lung Association offices later this month,” said Dr. Brian Graham, chair of the Lung Association national working group on chronic respiratory diseases. “There will also be a digital version available on our website at www.lung.ca,” said Dr. Graham.
There are many safe, effective medicines that can help control asthma. Appropriate use of these medications is a key component of the Canadian Asthma Consensus Guidelines. The Canadian Thoracic Society, which is the medical section of the Lung Association, will be publishing an update to these guidelines later this year.
“It is important for all clinicians treating asthma to be familiar with the Canadian asthma guidelines,” said Dr. Darcy Marciniuk, President of the Canadian Thoracic Society. “Newer, more effective medications together with other therapies outlined in the guidelines are being used to provide better control of asthma, but there is increasing evidence that earlier recognition and treatment may reduce the long-term severity of asthma in patients”.

World Asthma Day brings global attention to the most common chronic disease of children. Asthma is the most common reason for absenteeism from school and work. Studies show that 57% of Canadians with asthma have poor asthma control and suffer from a combination of symptoms of coughing, wheezing, chest tightness, shortness of breath and night-time awakenings. The goal of increasing awareness on World asthma Day is to ensure that everyone with asthma learns that asthma can be controlled.
Established in 1900, The Lung Association is one of Canada’s oldest and most respected health charities, and the leading national organization for science-based information, research, education, support programs and advocacy on lung heath issues.
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