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Early cholesterol treatment lowers heart
disease risk: study
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Treating younger people with high cholesterol levels may help reduce
their risk of heart attack or stroke in later life, a major study showed
Wednesday.

Described as the "most comprehensive" review of its kind covering
almost 400,000 patients over more than 40 years, the study in The Lancet
said its findings on the link between cholesterol levels and ill health
"may be particularly important in people under 45 years."

A summary said that starting with the same cholesterol level and
additional cardiovascular risk factors—such as obesity or smoking—men
under 45 years faced a 29 percent risk of fatal or non-fatal heart disease
or stroke by the age of 75.

For women, the risk level was 16 percent.

However, if their non-HDL (i.e. "bad") cholesterol levels were halved,
typically by the use of statins, the men's risk came down to 6.0 percent
and women fell to just 4.0 percent.

Additionally, the study showed that "intervening early and intensively to
reduce non-HDL cholesterol levels... could potentially reverse early signs
of atherosclerosis"—the narrowing of the arteries caused by fat, calcium
and cholesterol build-up.

HDL—High Density Lipoprotein—is often dubbed "good cholesterol,"

helping clear fat from the bloodstream, in contrast with "bad" Low
Density Lipoprotein.
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Non-HDL cholesterol is arrived at by subtracting a person's HDL level
from their total cholesterol number, and accordingly measures all the bad
lipoproteins.

Commenting on the study, Jennifer Robinson of the University of lowa
said its long-term nature and size was important in pointing to the
potential for early treatment.

It raised the possibility that those people with high non-HDL and LDL
levels could be more at risk than suggested by the 10-year threshold
currently used to determine if treatment is needed, Robinson noted.

Paul Leeson, professor of Cardiovascular Medicine at the University of
Oxford said the issue of long-term medication would have to be
addressed.

"Exactly how to reduce cholesterol effectively in young people and, in
particular, whether you would need to take drugs for decades to do this
is not explored (in the study) but will be important to consider before
these findings can be included into medical guidance," Leeson said in a
commentary.
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