
Osteoporosis – the hidden epidemic, says expert

Patients are being left disabled or suffering premature death due to failure to spot the risks of osteoporosis, a leading doctor has warned.

Dr Taher Mahmud, Osteoporosis Lead and consultant rheumatologist at Maidstone and Tunbridge Wells NHS Trust, says GPs and patients could both do more to spot the signs, ensuring those a risk are referred quickly for treatment which could prevent a fracture.

Dr Mahmud said:

“GPs do fantastic work in areas like cancer, heart disease and cholesterol. But osteoporosis risk needs to be picked up sooner if the fracture rate is to be reduced.  Patients are not being referred quickly enough.  We need much greater awareness of the risks, as osteoporosis often leads to death or disability.”

There are around 70,000 osteoporotic hip fractures each year, with just under a third of patients dying within a year of their injury.  The remainder end up in institutional care in a nursing home or return home with continuing symptoms, said Dr Mahmud.

“The tragedy is that osteoporosis is preventable,” he added. “There is a Fracture Risk Assessment Tool (FRAX) which can help estimate a 10-year probability of hip fracture and the 10-year probability of a major osteoporotic fracture.  This tool should be made use of more by GPs and other clinicians to identify patients for treatment. With the right treatment, fractures can be prevented, which would not only prevent needless de[image: image1.jpg]


aths and disabilities, but would save a fortune for the NHS.”

Osteoporosis is caused by bones thinning as we get older and there are around 230,000 osteoporotic fractures in the UK each year.  Loss of height in one of the key warning signs to look out for.  One in two women and one in five men over the age of 50 are sufferers and there is an osteoporotic fracture in his country every three minutes.  The cost to the NHS in £1.7 billion annually – or £5 million a day.

Early referral could improve these figures significantly, says Dr Mahmud.

“Many fractures can be prevented.  Our bones are made from a strong outer shell and a soft inner mesh filled with collagen (protein), calcium salts and other minerals. The bone structure is lattice-like and osteoporosis occurs when the spokes of the lattice thin out and break.  The whole skeleton is affected, though fractures are most common in the wrist, spine and hip.”

Those most at risk of osteoporosis include people who have already had a bone fracture, those with a family history of the disease, heavy smokers or drinkers, people who have dieted or exercised excessively (such as marathon runners, steroid users and women who have been through the menopause.  Dr Mahmud offers the following advice to people wanting to avoid osteoporosis:

· Take regular exercise and walk as often as possible
· Make sure your diet includes foods rich in calcium and vitamin D
· Check your family history to see if you are at risk
· Avoid smoking and drinking alcohol to excess
· 10 minutes of  sunlight can be enough for the skin to produce 2000 IU of vitamin D3; during the non-summer months best to have Vitamin D3 supplements
· Read up on osteoporosis and ask your doctor for advice.
Ends

For further information, contact: Rory Hegarty on 07850 984 634

Note to editors

If you would like to interview Dr Mahmud or a patient case study, please call the number above.

