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STATUS OF CONTROL OF ATHEROSCLEROSIS AND LIPIDS

Antonio M. Gotto, Jr., M.D., D.Phil.
Chairman, Department of Medicine
Baylor College of Medicine, and
Chief, Internal Medicine Service
The Methodist Hospital, Houston

The cholesterol connection to coronary heart disease (CHD), known
as the lipid hypothesis, is at the forefront of medical interest.
This interest is due in part to recent studies which have shown
that cholesterol modification, through diet or pharmacologic
therapy; can reduce CHD risk. The interest is also due to the
1987 launch of the National Cholesterol Education Program (NCEP),
a joint effort by the National Institutes of Health and 37 public
and private health organizations to inform the public about the
need for cholesterol management. In 1988, the NCEP recommended
that all adults over age 20 know their cholesterol level. It
also recommended three specific treatment algorithms based on a
patient’s total- and LDL-cholesterol measurements.

The efforts of the NCEP, however, have come under recent
criticism by popular magazine writers and by a small group of
physicians. They claim that the connection between cholesterol
and CHD is not well defined, that lowering cholesterol does not
extend life, that low-cholesterol diets do little to reduce the
risk of CHD, and that the NCEP recommendations are not applicable
to women or the elderly. Unfortunately, the critics’ well-
publicized claims have led many patients to disregard the NCEP’s
recommendations. Some patients have even discontinued their
cholesterol-lowering treatment because of the critics’ claims.

Physicians must now separate the critics’ cholesterol myths from
the cholesterol facts. To help them do this, the American Heart
Association and the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute
commissioned a special report called ‘The Cholesterol Facts.’ It
counters the critics’ assertions with documented evidence of the
lipid hypothesis. A brief synopsis of the report follows:



Is high serum cholesterol a risk factor for CHD, and
will lowering it help prevent CHD?

Epidemiologic, clinical, genetic, and laboratory animal studies
all demonstrate that high serum cholesterol levels predispose a
patient to premature CHD.

The strongest support for the lipid hypothesis comes from the
Lipid Research Clinics Coronary Primary Prevention Trial (CPPT).
More than 3,800 asymptomatic, hypercholesterolemic middle-aged
men were placed on low-fat diets and then randomized and treated
with either a placebo or cholestyramine. Over the seven-year
trial, the cholestyramine group reduced its total and LDL
cholesterol levels by averages of 9% and 12% respectively, when
compared to the placebo group. In turn, the cholestyramine group
had 19% fewer CHD évents than the placebo group. These findings
indicated a 1:2 ratio between the degree of total cholesterol
lowering and CHD reduction.

The more than 4,000 subjects in the five-year Helsinki Heart
Study, a double-blinded, randomized trial, were also
asymptomatic, middle-aged men with hypercholesterolemia. Men
treated with gemfibrozil lowered their total cholesterol by 10%,
their LDL by 11%, their triglycerides by 35%, and increased their
HDL by 11%, when compared to the placebo group.

Based on the 1:2 ratio of the CPPT, the Helsinki gemfibrozil
group was expected to have 20% fewer CHD events than the placebo
group since their total cholesterol fell by 20% more than that of
the placebo group. Instead, they experienced 34% fewer cardiac
deaths and nonfatal myocardial infarctions. The results
suggested that a combination therapy of lowering total and LDL
cholesterol, while raising HDL cholesterol, exerts a stronger
effect on CHD incidence than lowering LDL cholesterol alone.

Will low-cholesterol diets reduce CHD risk?



