Osteoporosis….the silent epidemic

Osteoporosis or "thin bones" is all too common. 

The trouble is that you often don't know that you have it, until you have a fracture, and by then the bones are already thin and fragile. Having had one osteoporotic fracture,  you are also at five times the risk of having another. Not good...

The statistics are dramatic:

50% of women and 33% of men over the age of 60 will suffer an osteoporotic fracture. One fifth of people who suffer a hip fracture will die within 6 months, and of the others, many will need assistance to walk or full time nursing care. 

Once osteoporosis is established, although treatment can slow or halt the process, it is much harder to reverse it. 

The key is PREVENTION......and to start EARLY......

You reach your peak bone mass in your 30s, and after this time it slowly falls off. The aim is get your bone density as high as possible early in life, and then keep the loss down to a minimum.  

The biggest risk factors for osteoporosis are: 

Inadequate dietary calcium and vitamin D intake.  With so many people cutting out dairy products, this has become a bigger concern in recent years.

Being a woman. (Can't to do much about that!!...But that is not too say that osteoporosis is not a big problem for men as well....)

Smoking.....just another reason to quit....

Lack of weight bearing exercise. Ie, walking, running, lifting weights etc 

Being underweight. You need to keep a Body Mass Index of over 19....not hard for most people!

Early menopause. The natural rate of bone loss increases around the time of menopause, and continues afterwards

Age. Well that's a bit tricky to reverse!

Some medications and chronic illnesses.

Genetics. Can't do much about that one either!

THERE IS PLENTY YOU CAN DO TO LOOK AFTER YOUR BONES BEFORE IT IS TOO LATE......

Awareness is a good start......and 

DIET! Very important!

The recommended calcium intake is 1000mg/day going up to 1300mg after the age of 70yrs, as the absorption in later years is not so good. 1000mg equates to 3 serves of calcium a day ( one serve is equal to 250ml milk, or 1 tub yoghurt,or 40g cheese,or 100g sardines, etc). It is not always easy to eat 3-4 serves a day, which is where calcium supplements come in. They are a great way of boosting  your intake easily and reliably, and are very safe. Taking one or two 600mg tablets a day as a routine is a good idea. During puberty, pregnancy, and breast feeding, it is especially important to have good levels of calcium.

Vitamin D is made by the body with exposure to sunlight, and even using sun blocks and hats, most people can make more than enough in this country. However  some groups are at risk, especially those who are frail or invalid and rarely go outside, and those who have dark skin, or cover up completely for religious reasons . There is some vitamin D in certain foods... fortified milks and margarines, fatty fish and eggs, or it is available in supplements, often with calcium. 

BECOME A MAN...only joking! The men have it lucky again!

EXERCISE.... it's another reason to get in the habit of walking regularly, or playing sport. Even lifting heavy shopping bags helps.

QUIT SMOKING.....of course!

GET A BONE DENSITY SCAN. I recommend this for all women around the time of menopause, and for anyone who feels that they are particularly at risk after reading this article. Then you will know where you stand, and if you should be avoiding risky activities like horse riding, and parachuting! If your density is low, you also have the option of starting medication to stabilise the loss, and strengthen the bones before a fracture occurs. Talk to your GP if you are worried that you may be tending towards osteoporosis.

We all know people in their 50s and up who have broken their hip or  wrist, and those who have a dowagers hump from osteoporosis. This happens because a vertebra when fractured collapses to a wedge shape. When this happens to a few vertebrae, the spine starts to curve over. It's not nice looking at your feet all day....Don't let it happen to you. 

SO it all comes down to diet and exercise again and giving up smoking! If everyone ate a good diet and exercised regularly and gave up smoking, a lot of us doctors would be out of a job! It is the basis of a huge amount of disease management.....think about it!...and DO IT........!!

For further information, visit www.osteoporosis.org.au
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