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Asthma: An Emerging Epidemic

Asthma is an inflammatory disease of the lungs in which the patient’s airways become temporarily constricted, making breathing difficult. Although the condition was virtually unknown in the early 1900s, today it affects 20.3 million people in the United States and kills 5,000 of them per year. From 1980 to 1994, the prevalence of asthma increased 75%. Asthma rates in children under the age of 5 have increased more than 160% in the same time period. Common symptoms include wheezing, coughing, chest tightness, and shortness of breath.

Asthma is thought to be caused by a combination of genetic and environmental factors. Its diagnosis is usually based on the pattern of symptoms, and response to therapy over time. It is clinically classified according to the frequency of symptoms, forced expiratory volume in one second, and peak expiratory flow rate.
Signs and symptoms  

Asthma is characterized by recurrent episodes of wheezing, shortness of breath, chest tightness, and coughing. Sputum may be produced from the lung by coughing but is often hard to bring up. During recovery from an attack it may appear pus like due to high levels of white blood cells. Symptoms are usually worse at night and in the early morning or in response to exercise or cold air. Some people with asthma rarely experience symptoms, usually in response to triggers, whereas others may have marked and persistent symptoms.

Causes  

Asthma is caused by a combination of complex and incompletely understood environmental and genetic interactions. These factors influence both its severity and its responsiveness to treatment. It is believed that the recent increased rates of asthma are due to changing epigenetics and a changing living environment.
How have the factors that trigger an asthma attack changed since the 1900s? As a researcher, how would you put together the clues given here to explain the emerging epidemic?
Environmental  
There are many more pollutants in the air, neurotoxins and cars, fossil fuels and greenhouse gasses. The more the air is polluted, the more irritated the lungs become. As a researcher, you would study your surroundings, as well as the surroundings of the locale of the epidemic. It would give you the necessary clues to come to a reasonable conclusion.
Many environmental factors have been associated with asthma's development and exacerbation including allergens, air pollution, and other environmental chemicals. Smoking during pregnancy and after delivery is associated with a greater risk of asthma-like symptoms. Low air quality from factors such as traffic pollution or high ozone levels has been associated with both asthma development and increased asthma severity. Exposure to indoor volatile organic compounds may be a trigger for asthma; formaldehyde exposure, for example, has a positive association. Also, phthalates in PVC are associated with asthma in children and adults.
Connection between Asthma and Allergens
Asthma is associated with exposure to indoor allergens. Common indoor allergens include: dust mites, cockroaches, animal dander, and mold. Efforts to decrease dust mites have been found to be ineffective. Certain other infections, however, may decrease the risk. It has been proposed that the reduced exposure to bacteria and viruses is due, in part, to increased cleanliness and decreased family size in modern societies. Exposure to bacterial endotoxin in early childhood may prevent the development of asthma, but exposure at an older age may provoke bronchoconstriction. Also, delivery via caesarean section is associated with an increased risk of asthma—this increased risk is attributed to the lack of healthy bacterial colonization that the newborn would have acquired from passage through the birth canal.
Prevention  

A plan for prevention should include the reduction of exposure to allergens, testing to assess the severity of symptoms, and the usage of medications. The most effective treatment for asthma is identifying triggers, such as cigarette smoke, pets, or aspirin, and eliminating exposure to them. If trigger avoidance is insufficient, the use of medication is recommended. Pharmaceutical drugs are selected based on, among other things, the severity of illness and the frequency of symptoms. Specific medications for asthma are broadly classified into fast-acting and long-acting categories.
Epidemiology
The study of the patterns, causes, and effects of health and disease conditions in defined populations.
How do researchers use epidemiology to study a disease such as Asthma?

It refers to health conditions in the public census. Asthma affects everyone (epidemic)
Where is Asthma least prevalent?

Dominican Republic 

Locations with fewer cars, gasses, and pollutants, are less likely to have a population with symptoms of or like Asthma.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is the national public health institute of the United States. The CDC is a federal agency under the Department of Health and Human Services and is headquartered in Atlanta, unincorporated DeKalb County, Georgia, in Greater Atlanta. Its main goal is to protect public health and safety through the control and prevention of disease, injury, and disability. The CDC focuses national attention on developing and applying disease control and prevention. It especially focuses its attention on infectious disease, food borne pathogens, environmental health, occupational safety and health, health promotion, injury prevention and educational activities designed to improve the health of United States citizens. In addition, the CDC researches and provides information on non-infectious diseases such as obesity and diabetes and is a founding member of the International Association of National Public Health Institutes. A person would use the information they have to provide during epidemics/pandemics, like swine flu.
Diseases with which the CDC is involved  

· Influenza   

· The CDC has launched campaigns targeting the transmission of influenza, including the H1N1 (swine) flu. The CDC has launched websites including educating people.

· Other infectious diseases   

· The CDC's website has information on other infectious diseases, including smallpox, measles, and others.

· Non-infectious disease  
· Obesity
Conclusion
As you can plainly see, Asthma is an inflammatory disease of the lungs which can be triggered by many things, such as environmental aspects that have come about in the last hundred years in industrially developed countries. Allergens can also trigger asthmatic instances and attacks; A high prevalence of pet hair/dander, bacteria, and other things like dust mites could cause a reaction in the lungs. The CDC focuses national attention on developing and applying disease control and prevention, Asthma being just one of the many diseases they research.
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