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A taxing question :can dieting slim down the drugs bill?
By BRETT FOLEY
MEDICAL REPORTER

Eating plenty of fruit and vegetables,
two fish meals a week and peeling
the skin off chicken could help save
Australian taxpayers $104 million.

That is how much the Federal
Government believes can be slashed
from its Pharmaceutical Benefits
Scheme budget in the next four years
after the introduction of tougher
guidelines for access to subsidised
cholesterol-lowering drugs.

From August 1, doctors will have
to give patients six weeks of “dietary
therapy” before deciding if they
qualify for subsidised cholesterol-
lowering drugs, known as statins.

Cardiac and nutrition experts yes-
terday expressed cautious support
for the guidelines.

But some cardiologists believe
only a fraction of people would
significantly lower their cholesterol
through diet alone because of the big
role played by genetic predisposition
in determining cholesterol levels.

Take 61-year-old Ron Pritchard,
who has been adhering to a strict
diet for 11 years, but still needs up to
40 milligrams of statins each day to
keep his cholesterol in check. A
statin prescription begins at about

 $60, which is cut to $20 with the

T h e  r e t i r e d  b u t c h e r  f r o m
Montmorency used to eat red meat

every day until a massive heart chicken and fish meals most nights,
attack changed his life in 1988. He avoids full-fat dairy products and has
now walks at least an hour a day, has given up alcohol.

“You don’t miss the treats so
much because you know it won’t
take much for you to get crook again
and I cannot afford any more trouble
because the veins in my legs will be
no good for another bypass oper-
ation,” Mr Pritchard said.

The medical director of the Nat-
ional Heart Foundation, Andrew
Tonkin, said a balanced diet was one
way people could keep their choles-
terol levels in check. But less than
30 per cent of people could reduce
cholesterol to satisfactory levels
through diet alone, he said.

“Other risk factors for cholesterol
include old age, high blood pressure,
a family history of cardiovascular
problems or diabetes and a large

figure in the equation is the genetic
predisposition,” he said.

In 1999-2000 an estimated 47 per
cent of Australian men and 39 per
cent of women aged 20 or over had
high blood-cholesterol levels. Those
levels increase with age.

High levels of cholesterol can
impede blood flow.

Professor Tonkin said the percent-
age of Australians with high choles-
terol may have fallen slightly due to
an increased awareness of the
dangers of cholesterol. Figures from
1991 - which were not exactly
comparable to the 1999-2000 survey
- showed that 51 per cent of Aust-
ralians were affected.

Senior cardiologist at the Austin &

Repatriation Medical Centre, David
Hare, said he usually recommended
changes in exercise and diet before
commencing drug therapy, but most
patients found it hard to reduce their
cholesterol without statins.

But Dr Hare said Mr Pritchard,
who is one of his patients, was a
good example of someone who had
stuck at his diet.

Australian Medical Association
president Kerryn Phelps said “teach-
ing doctors to give lifestyle advice
about diet and exercise when some-
body comes back with their first
signal of high cholesterol is like
teaching doctors how to suck eggs”.
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