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Lingering stress from major disasters can damage health years later, according to a
new Tulane University study that found a three-fold spike in heart attacks continued
in New Orleans six years after Hurricane Katrina.

Researchers also found a lasting disruption in the timing of heart attacks in the six
years after the storm with significantly more incidents occurring on nights and
weekends, which are typically times hospitals see fewer admissions for heart
attacks.

The research, which will be published in the journal Mayo Clinic Proceedings, is an
update of an ongoing study tracking the increases in admissions for heart attacks at
Tulane Medical Center in downtown New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. The new
study confirmed the increase persisted even six years later.

“Prior to Hurricane Katrina, about 0.7 percent of the patients we were treating in our
medical center were suffering from myocardial infarctions (heart attacks),” said lead
author Dr. Matthew Peters, internal medicine resident at Tulane University School of
Medicine. “This increased to about 2 percent in first three years after Katrina and
continued to increase to almost 3 percent in years four through six after the storm.”

The hospital had 1,177 heart attack cases during the six years after the storm,
representing 2.4 percent of patient admissions; only 0.7 percent of its patients were
admitted for heart attacks two years before Katrina.

Researchers attribute the increase to several factors, most notably chronic stress,
higher unemployment and greater risk factors for heart disease, such as increased
rates of smoking, substance abuse, psychiatric disorders and noncompliance in
taking prescribed medications.
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“We found more patients without insurance, who were unemployed and more who
had a previous history of coronary artery disease, showing us that the milieu of
patients was a sicker population,” said senior author Dr. Anand Irimpen, an associate
professor of medicine for the Tulane Heart and Vascular Institute and chief,
cardiology section, Southeast Louisiana Veterans Health Care System.

Video interviews with both researchers are available online:

Dr. Matthew Peters Ã¢â?¬“ http://youtu.be/2oPOUZZLOmE
Dr. Anand Irimpen Ã¢â?¬“ http://youtu.be/nWANLTsSnzY
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