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‘CHOLESTEROL: THE PUBLIC POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

OF NOT DOING ENOUGH’

REPORT SUMMARY

Rising Levels of Heart Disease Set to Have Devastating Impact on European Public Policy

Heart disease causes 1.9 million deaths a year throughout the European Union
 due to factors such as high cholesterol, high blood pressure, cigarette smoking and obesity. Government programmes and policies have made significant efforts to tackle smoking and obesity but there remains a gaping hole in Government policy and agendas to tackle the problem of high cholesterol. By 2020, if left unchecked, rising cholesterol levels will plunge Europe into a health and social welfare crisis.
Why High Levels of Heart Disease are a Concern

By 2020, 20 per cent of people in Europe will be over sixty, compared with about 15 per cent in 2005. Older people require greater medical attention and impose greater costs on national Governments. An aging European population also means the incidence of heart disease is likely to increase placing further strain on already stretched healthcare systems. 

Despite improvements in health for the elderly, heart disease continues to be a problem and is a major economic burden in Europe
. Total costs of treating heart disease in the EU amount to €169 billion annually (€105 billion on direct treatment and €64 billion on lost productivity and informal care costs). European economic growth may be enough to close the expected funding gap, however high unemployment levels and low growth prospects predict a likely grim future.

How High Cholesterol Levels Compound the Problem

Estimates suggest that 80 per cent of major heart problems in middle aged men can be attributed to the three principal risk factors of blood pressure, cholesterol and smoking
. Lifestyle changes play a major role in managing heart health but such changes only have a certain impact after which long term medical intervention should take place. A significant reduction in smoking levels has contributed to a reduction in heart disease but there has been no similar fall in cholesterol levels.

With projected increases in the diabetic population in Europe to 30 million by 2020
, there will be an estimated three million diabetes deaths related to high cholesterol levels.   This will increase total healthcare and related costs by about €63,000 million per year.

Averting the Health and Social Crisis in Europe

European welfare systems will require long term reform if a social safety net is to be sustained in the face of cost pressures. This will include more emphasis on preventative medicine, the encouragement of greater personal responsibility and more individual investment in healthcare, if overall service levels are not to suffer by 2020. Decreasing the cost of healthcare imposed by high levels of cholesterol may contribute to preventing this health and social crisis.  Governments and healthcare professionals have the means at their disposal of mitigating the 2020 crisis, these include: 

· Improving primary prevention 

· More targeted and appropriate diet and lifestyle advice to at risk patients 

· Greater patient understanding of the importance of therapy to improve patient compliance  

· Enhanced secondary prevention through long term medical intervention:

· Close the gap between cholesterol targets in official guidelines and the management of cholesterol in clinical practice

· Appropriate use of statins at doses that have been shown to be effective in clinical studies

· Use of newer therapies like cholesterol inhibitors which allow doctors to help address the  absorption of both dietary and biliary cholesterol

· The use of combination therapies, a new concept in cholesterol management, to control cholesterol in high risk groups like those with diabetes or metabolic syndrome
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