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In a simple world, the “cure” for arthritis would be to pop a
couple of aspirin and get some rest. Unfortunately, it’s not a sim-
ple world, and arthritis — a term that literally means “joint
inflammation” and is commonly used to describe any one of
dozens of very different conditions — is anything but a simple dis-
ease.

In one of its many forms, arthritis affects between three and
four million Canadians. It causes disability in one North Amer-
ican out of every 20, and is ranked higher than heart and lung
disorders as a reason for visiting the doctor.

Over the years, the poor, stiff souls suffering from one form of
arthritis or another have been advised to try everything from
popping a few pills to sitting in abandoned radium mines mn
order to get some relief. Does anything really help?

According to Dr. John Thompson, former Chief of Rheuma-
tology at St. Joseph’s Hospital in London, Ont., and author of
Arthritis, there’s no simple answer. Depending on the type of
arthritis, treatment could involve drug therapy, injections, chiro-
practic methods, physiotherapy, or surgery. Only one thing’s for
sure, he says: “There’s no free lunch in this world.”

Rheumatologists group most forms of arthritis into two main
categories: inflammatory and non-inflammatory.

Inflammatory arthritis — which includes conditions such as
rheumatoid and psoriatic arthritis, ankylosing spondylitis, and
lupus, among others — affects more joints than non-inflammato-
ry varieties like osteoarthritis. It also causes more damage and
disability, and is more often linked to problems elsewhere in the
body. On the plus side, it’s also more likely to respond to treat-
ment.

The first step in any arthritis treatment is to reduce pain and
therefore improve function, explains Thompson.

“With the inflammatory varieties of the disease, anti-inflam-
matory drugs are the traditional first step,” he says. This catego-
ry of drugs — called NSAIDs, or nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs including ibuprofen, coated ASA and the new COX-2
specific drugs — are known to be hard on the stomach, often
causing bleeding and ulcers . Although the COX-2 drugs are
specifically designed to be easy on the stomach lining, results
thus far have been mixed.

“The jury’s still out,” says Thompson. “We know that they
don’t protect against-ulcers 100 per cent. They seem to reduce

indoor air quality? Do you and your family suffer from:
o Excessive humidity in your basement?
e Sensitivity to dust, odors or ambient particles?
o Alergies or asthma?
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Get a Venmar Pure Air Machine today!

Tired of breathing the same old indoor air again and again? Are you concerned with your

Then put a smile back on your face and enjoy all the benefits of the Venmar Pure Air

the risk by about half, and some of the new ones are better, but
if a patient has had an ulcer before, we still run the risk of anoth-

_er bleed. In many cases, we’d combine that drug with a stomach-

protector drug to re-enforce its effectiveness.”

But he’s quick to point out that there are other ways to reduce
pain. “Physiotherapy can help strengthen the muscles around
the affected joint, while some
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“The lining membranes of a joint produce a substance called
hylan that acts as a lubricant,” explains Thompson. “Early stud-
ies suggest that injections of hyaluronic acid might be helpful for
joint pain, but again it’s not covered by provincial drug plans.”
And at several hundred dollars a treatment, twice a year, it’s
more than most people can afford.

Surgical options, most

good, rigid braces or special
footwear can help to change
the body’s mechanics. There's
also something to be gained
from 30 minutes .of aerobic
exercise a day — it can be bro-
ken up into 10 minute seg-
ments if that’s easier. It’s quite
clear that this helps reduce
pain.

“The really exciting area at
the moment is what we call
biologic therapy,” he contin-
ues. New drugs have been
developed specifically to
block the chemical messenger
invaders — called cytokines —
that lead to inflammation.
“When the body runs into
something it doesn’t like, (it)
figsures out the identifying
characteristics of the invader |
and starts the process of turning on antibody producing cells.

“For example, in rheumatoid arthritis, the body produces an
abundance of TNFo. We have now developed drugs that block
TNFo. What this means is that we are able to control symptoms
and prevent joint damage for many people who we’ve previous-
ly been unable to help. This makes a huge difference.”

The drawback? Cost. These biologic therapy treatments can
cost anywhere from $15,000 to $17,000 a year, and theyre not
covered by provincial insurance plans.

Another relatively new treatment — this one focused on
osteoarthritis — also falls under the heading of “expensive but
promising.”
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Physiotherapy and aerobic exercise, including aqua fitness exercises done in water,
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often recommended for those
with “intractable pain,” are
covered by insurance, and the
results are generally positive.

“Total joint replacements
are an option for some,” says
Thompson. “Hip replace-
ments were the first to be
done, with knees next. These
are very successful. Others
are not so good - with
elbows, the hinge mechanism
doesn’t work like your real
elbow — but the technology is
still evolving.”

Also worth considering are
the less obvious forms of
treatment — things like occu-
pational therapy, social inter-
vention, and even marital
therapy.
| “Most of my patients are
not in their 70s. Most are men and women with young children,”
says Thompson, pointing out that arthritis can have devastating
effects on careers, families, and marriages. “If I think that there
are social issues that need to be addressed, such as employment
or income problems, I'll refer a patient to the Arthritis Society.
They have a team of therapists that work collaboratively to help
patients cope.” :

For more information, contact the Arthritis Society of Cana--
da at 800-321-1433, or visit its website at arthritis.ca.

Linda Pruessen is a freelance writer and editor
based in Mississauga.
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