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So that young hearts 
may thrive ... 
Aloyzio Achutti 

Any campaign aimed at 
achieving populations with 
healthy hearts should be 
based on the well-being 
of the young 

A bout 1% of newborns have 
congenital heart malforma
tions, half of them requiring 

surgery to give a chance of survivaL 
Three signs may tell parents that 
something is wrong with an infant's 
circulatory system: a bluish colour of 
the skin and mucous membranes, 
breathlessness, and failure to thrive. 
The use of medicines may be benefi
cial but, in general, surgical repair is 
needed. Some operations can restore 
normal circulation; even a partial 
solution does not preclude a long life_ 

Many congenital malformations of 
the heart are without symptoms and 
may only be discovered if an abnor
mal heart murmur is detected during a 
routine medical examination. Chagas 
disease in the Americas, and viral 
infections and undernutrition through
out the world, can undermine the 
development of the young heart, 
sometimes with consequences that do 
not appear until later in life. 

Sore throat? Decayed teeth? 
One in five cases of sore throat in 
children can be caused by 
streptococcal bacteria, which, occa
sionally, also affect the joints, heart 
valves, and sometimes the brain. This 
condition, called rheumatic fever, can 
recur each time the individual is 

Research into acute rheumatic fever in Kenya. 

infected with similar bacteria, with the 
result that damage to the heart 
increases. 

There is no vaccine to prevent 
rheumatic fever but early recognition 
and treatment of sore throat can stop 
the organic reaction and the spread of 
the pathogen from one child to 
another. The streptococci can be 
eliminated with a single intramuscular 
injection of long-acting benzathine 
penicillin. The same drug given 
monthly to individuals already 
affected by rheumatic fever can 
prevent the pathogen from becoming 
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established in the upper respiratory 
tract Physicians, schoolteachers and 
families should all collaborate in the 
fight against this disease. The Interna
tional Society and Federation of 
Cardiology, WHO and UNESCO are 
making a common effort to control it 
in the developing countries, where it is 
still frequent 

Decayed teeth and infected gums 
can be another factor in severe heart 
disease. Bacteria that exist in the 
mouth may, during chewing or dental 
treatment, enter the bloodstream and 
come to rest in the heart, particularly 
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if the valves are affected by rheumatic 
fever or a congenital malformation. 
Thus, the maintenance of the teeth and 
gums in a healthy condition can be 
regarded as contributing to the 
prevention of heart disease. If it is 
known that there are valvular or other 
defects in the heart, adequate preven
tive measures can be taken during 
dental treatment. 

Sound life-styles begin preferably 
early in life 
The foundations for a healthy heart 
should be laid early in life. Above all 
it is important to preserve the integrity 
of arteries that carry blood ~o the 
developing organism. Myocardial 
infarction, high blood pressure and 
cerebrovascular diseases, major 
causes of death in many countries, are 
often attributable to blood vessel 
lesions that begin to develop in the 
young. Dietary excesses of animal fats 
or even of heat-processed oils ex
tracted from plants, which are used in 
cooking, produce deposits on artery 
walls, thus narrowing the vessels and 
causing irregularities on their inner 
surfaces where blood can coagulate. 
Clots are formed in this way and there 
is then additional narrowing and 
obstruction of the flow . This morbid 
condition is worsened by smoking, 
high blood pressure, stress, or inad
equate physical exercise. 

Complications may develop more 
quickly in some families than in others 
for genetic reasons. In addition, it has 
to be remembered that habits acquired 
early in life with respect to diet, 
exercise and exposure to risk factors, 
are difficult to abandon later. 

An examination of the health 
profile of a family may suggest the 
possibility of a genetic disposition to 
develop early heart or circulatory 
disease. If sudden death, myocardial 
infarction, high blood pressure, stroke 
or diabetes mellitus have occurred in 
parents, siblings or cousins before the 
age of 55, special attention should be 
given to diets low in cholesterol, fat, 
sugar and salt and to regular physical 

This little Brazilian girl is recovering from a 
heart operation. 

exercise. Smoking and passive 
smoking are dangerous. Where there 
is a familial tendency to develop 
atherosclerosis and high blood 
pressure, people should be particularly 
aware of the desirability of avoiding 
these conditions through positive 
action initiated in childhood. 

Just as it is difficult or impossible 
to reverse many degenerative biologi
cal processes, it is not easy to remove 
risk factors or change life-styles in 
adulthood. Cultural and social 
development is therefore essential to 
create a healthy and happy milieu with 
fewer risk factors, and more scope for 
systematic physical activity, good diet 
and general welfare. 

Any campaign aimed at achieving 
populations with healthy hearts should 
be based on the well-being of the 
young. The alternative is to have to 
contend with widespread heart 
disease, impairment of health, and 
premature death. • 
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Action for healthy hearts 
• Vaccinate all young girls 

against rubella (German 

measles) . 

• Ensure that pregnant women 
follow a prenatal care 
schedule. 

• Protect pregnant women 
against infectious disease, 
alcohol , drugs, toxic 
substances, radiation and 

unnecessary medicines. 

• Provide adequate paediatric 

care. 

• Arrange for the examination of 
chi ldren with sore throat by a 
health worker, especially in the 
absence of cough, coryza, 
conjunctivitis or hoarseness. 

• Arrange for the examination by 
a health worker of children with 
fever of over five days' duration , 
swol len jo ints, and unusual and 
uncontrollable movements of the 
extremities, since rheumatic 
fever may be present. 

• Do not smoke in the presence of 
children. 

• Maintain skin cleanliness to 
prevent cutaneous streptococcal 
infections. 

• Protect aga inst upper respiratory 
chest infection by avoiding 
close contact wi th infected 

people. 

• Maintain ora l and dental 
hygiene. 

• Practise sport and other physical 
exercise in a systematic manner. 

• Maintain an adequate 
balanced diet. 

• Avoid stress - keep happy. 


