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[nflammation worse for health than

Doctors scramble
to rewrile lesting
guidelines for major
risk factor in altacks

By Daniel Q. Haney
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BostoN — Mard 1o believe,
perhaps, but the top health con-
cern of millions of Americans —
cholesterol — is about to be
trumped by what doctors say is an
even bigger trigger of heart at-
tacks.

The condition is low-grade in-
flammation, which may originate
in a variety of unlikely places
throughout the body. New federal
recommendations are being wril-
ten that will urge doctors to test
millions of middle-aged Ameri-
cans for it.

The discovery of its surprising
ill effects is causing a top-to-bot-
tom rethinking of the origins and
prevention of heart trouble. Doc-

- tors call it a revolutionary depar-
~ ture from viewing the world
 killer as largely a plumbing prob-

s top

blamed on cholesterol-
ed arleries, the standard the-
L -__3..@__ the modern era of
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“I'he implications of this are
enormous,” says Dr. Paul Ridker
ol Boston’s Brigham and Wom-
en’s Hospital. “It means we have
an entire other way of treating,
largeling and preve
disease that was essentially missed
because of our focus solely on
cholesterol.”
he past year or lwo, ¢

Iming that infl

No one disputes the impact of
cholesterol. Yet half of all heart
altack victims have levels that are
normal or even low. Clearly,
S hing big was g from
the equation, and thal appears to
be .::u:::u:c:,

hidden deep in the body is a com-
mon trigger of heart attacks, even
when clogging in the arteries is
minimal. Now the main queslion
is: How aggressively should other-
wise healthy people be tested 1o
find and treat it?

The recommendations are still
being drawn up, but they will
offer the first formal blueprint to
answer this, probably sometime
in the fall. Doctors writing them
say they will almost certainly rec-
ommend broad testing.

Inflammation can be measured
with a generic $10 test that looks
for high levels of a chemical
called C-reactive protein, one of
many that increase during inflam-
mation. Experts expecl it to quick-
ly become a standard part of phys-
ical exams. As a result, many
people ordinarily considered at
Jow risk will probably be put on
statin drugs, which lower inflam-

tion as well as cholesterol.
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ol bu
infl tion, putting them at
unusual risk of heart attacks and
strokes.

A series of landmark studies by
his team of researchers, begin-
ning in 1997, suggests inflamma-
tion is more important than cho-
lesterol at triggering heart attacks.
They found those with high levels
of C-reactive protein have twice
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Inflammation and heart disease

High cholesterol was thought to be the major underlyiny cause of
heart attacks. New research suggests that mflammation, as
measured by C-reaclive protein, is an even more important trigger.

» Risk of heart attack by
level of cholesterol and
inflammation

Someone with the 60

highest combination
of cholesterol and C-
reactive prolein has
8.7 times the risk as
someone with the
lowest.

Source: C-reaclive
=

the risk of people with
choleslerol.

High amounts of the prolein
also predict increased risk of heart
attacks and strokes years before
they occur, even when cholesterol

levels are low. Having both in-

flammation and high cholesterol
is especially ominous, resulling in
a ninefold increase in risk.
Everyone who reaches middle
age has some degree of fatty
buildup, called plaque, in the
heart arteries. The new evidence
suggesls it becomes threatening if
weakened by inflammation,
which makes it squishy and frag-
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ile. Even a small lump of plaque
can burst like an overripe pimple,
prompting the formation of a clot
that in turn chokes off blood flow
and causes a heart attack.

Many people with no outward

signs of anything wrong have

high levels of internal inflamma-
tion. It is exactly the same sort
that causes swelling, heat and red-
ness during infections or allergic
rashes.

Doctors believe the internal in-
flammation has many possible
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Other possible triggers
high blood pressure, s
lingering  low-level




