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American researchers sound the alert

at European Respiratory Society's annual Congress:

Too much cured meat might damage your lungs

concludes a major study on 7,500 subjects in the US

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), a term that covers conditions formerly known as emphysema and chronic bronchitis, is a typical smokers’ disease. Its symptoms involve a progressive, irreversible reduction in lung capacity. Already the fourth most common cause of death worldwide, it could move into the top three within the next fifteen years, according to WHO.

Yet only 15-40% of smokers develop the disease, and 10% of those who die from it have never smoked in their lives.

So COPD obviously has many other causes, which receive too little attention.

Rui Jiang and R Graham Barr, American researchers from Columbia University Medical Center in New York, have just made a contribution to bridging that gap. They showed, in the study results presented to the annual congress of the European Respiratory Society (ERS) in Munich, Germany, that cured meat may also play a significant role in COPD.

Harmful nitrites

As the American researchers reminded the Congress, nitrites in food can produce reactive forms of nitrogen that can damage the lungs, causing alterations in lung structure similar to those that characterise emphysema.

This had been demonstrated very clearly in animal experiments, particularly on rats, but nothing similar had been studied in humans.

So Jiang and Barr set out to discover whether eating nitrite-rich foods, such as various types of cured meat (bacon, salami, cured ham, meat within ready meals, etc.) could impact on lung capacity.

Their method involved close examination of the data from the third NHANES (National Health and Nutritional Examination Survey) on 7,581 subjects aged over 44, for which adequate information was available on lung function and dietary habits.

The subject group was representative of the US population of that age.

Risk increased by 71% 

The authors of this study were able to present the Munich Congress with some particularly striking results. Following adjustment for age, sex, ethnic group and smoking habits, the data show that subjects who consume cured meat at least once in two days on average (at least fourteen times a month) have significantly more lung obstruction than those who never eat it at all.

Their forced expiratory volume in one second, (FEV1) was 115 ml lower and their FEV1/FVC (Forced Vital Capacity) ratio was 2.11% lower than subjects who never ate cured meats.

"Subjects who frequently eat cured meat were 71% more likely to have lung function results suggestive of COPD compared to those who never ate cured meats", Barr explained. 

He cautioned, however, that these results came from a cross-sectional observational, albeit large, study that lacked post-bronchodilator measures of lung function.  Therefore, in order really to prove that frequent consumption of cured meats causes COPD, additional longitudinal studies and randomised clinical trials are required. 

Nevertheless, since diet might reduce COPD risks – particularly where it is rich in antioxidants such as vitamins C and E, beta-carotene or selenium – this study should be an important step towards more effective prevention of this serious condition.

Contact: 

Graham Barr 

Tel: +1 212 305 4895
E-mail: rgb9@columbia.edu

	NOTE TO THE MEDIA:

This communication will probably be developed during an informal media briefing to be held in the ERS Press Conference Room. Please refer to the briefings schedule posted in the Press Room.
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