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RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS

Access to
arthritis
specialists
an issue

BY CARLY WEEKS
N tario residents with
rheumatoid arthritis
don’t receive timely access to
specialists, according to a new
report, even though powerful
drugs are available to treat the
condition and doctors know
early treatment is critical.

Rheumatoid arthritis is a de-
bilitating autoimmune disease
that causes painful joint in-
flammation. The issue of time-
ly access to a specialist is
significant because, if left un-
treated, the disorder can lead
to bone erosion, joint deformi-
ty and disability.

“This is a chronic condition,”
said the report’s lead author,
Gillian Hawker, physician-in-
chief of medicine and rheu-
matologist at Women’s College
Hospital in Toronto.

The report, released Tuesday
by Toronto-based St. Michael’s
Hospital, the Institute for Clin-
ical Evaluative Sciences and
Women’s College Hospital, al-
so found that among women,
age, income and address has a
major impact on when she
will see a rheumatologist.

Women of child-bearing age
are less likely to see a rheuma-
tologist within one year com-
pared with those age 45 and
older, while fewer low-income
women see specialists within a
year than higher-income
women. A shortage of rheu-
matologists also means people
living in certain communities
may not have access.

Researchers examined pro-
vincial health data to deter-
mine how many people have
been diagnosed with rheuma-
toid arthritis and how long it
took them to see a specialist.
Dr. Hawker said the data don’t
capture the total of Ontarians
who have undiagnosed rheu-

early 60 per cent of On-

matoid arthritis, meaning the

number of people with the

disease who aren’t being treat-

ed is underestimated.
» SEE 'ARTHRITIS' PAGE 4

The report says about
55,000 women and
22,000 men have been
diagnosed with rheumatoid
arthritis in Ontario.

Although the report is
based on Ontario data, the re-
searchers say that undertreat-
ment of rheumatoid arthritis
patients is a problem across
the country.

One of the main issues pre-
venting timely access to treat-
ment is that many patients,
as well as their doctors, fail to
recognize the serious nature
of rheumatoid arthritis be-
cause the disorder is often
dismissed as a sign of aging,
Dr. Hawker said.

“Even when [patients] go to
their doctor and say ‘My
knees hurt’ or ‘My wrists are
hurting’ they often get ex-
plained away,” Dr. Hawker
said. “It’s not just aches and
pains.”

There is also a shortage of
rheumatologists across the
country, meaning people in
some areas ~ particularly re-
mote, rural parts of the prov-
ince - may not have access to
a specialist.

It’s frustrating, Dr. Hawker
said, because there are several
treatments available that can
prevent the joint damage and
disability associated with
rheumatoid arthritis. It is a
disorder in which the body at-
tacks itself. Now, patients

have access to powerful can-
cer drugs that can stop the
progression of rheumatoid ar-
thritis before it causes perma-
nent disabilities. (Rheumatoid

arthritis should not be con-
fused with osteoarthritis, a
more common condition in
which joints can become
damaged from the wear and
tear of the aging process.)

Dr. Hawker said that govern-
ments haven’t addressed the
importance of rheumatoid ar-
thritis and other musculoske-
letal conditions in the same
way as diabetes or cancer.
Even though musculoskeletal
conditions are the leading
cause of disability in Ontario
and a huge burden on the
health-care system, policy
makers have failed to make
the treatment of them a pri-
ority, she said.

“It’s a problem from coast
to coast,” Dr. Hawker said. “I
really think the government’s
got to wake up.”

The findings are part of a
multiyear study examining
women’s health and various
factors that affect it, such as
socioeconomic status, geogra-
phy and ethnicity. The study
is called the Project for an
Ontario Women’s Health Evi-
dence-Based Report, or POW-
ER, and is funded by an
agency of Ontario’s Ministry
of Health and Long-Term
Care.

Researchers looked at issues
surrounding rheumatoid ar-
thritis and women, as well as
other musculoskeletal condi-
tions, such as osteoporosis
and osteoarthritis. They found
musculoskeletal conditions
are undertreated and don’t re-
ceive attention from policy
makers or health experts.

People with rheumatoid ar-
thritis and other conditions
affecting bones, muscles and

joints are more likely to affect
older women with lower in-
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come and education levels.  was told she would have to to understanding the various
Women are twice as likely ~ wait nine months for an ap- forms of arthritis because
to develop rheumatoid arthri- . ) they affect millions of Cana-
tis as men, and are also more Pomtment. She began speak- dians and have a serious im-
likely to e;(perience disability 118 to peop le she knew about pact on their quality of life.
as a result. her predicament and was able 10 diseases such as can-
Lynn Robinson, a 45-year- 0 Secure an earlier appoint- oo " oublic doesn’t have a
old assistant Crown attorney ~ ment with a different rheu- 004" e cranding of how
who works in Kitchener, Ont., matol?glstg\.fho'prescnbed devastating rheumatoid ar-
started to experience the SGXJEIi;i mi lfla“‘“.‘g» h di thritis and other musculoske-
symptoms of rheumatoid ar- [though she sald the medi- o401 conditions can be, and
cation causes her to become manv patients are still embar-
thritis in early 2008. Within a  tired quickly Ms. Robinson is rass e{ﬁ o admit they have it
few months, she had difficul- now able to work and be she said ¥ ’
ty performing daily tasks or ~ physically active, including “I's verv frustrating” Ms
even getting out of bed. running a half-marathon in M r’é «T Arth ng, -
“1 couldn't feed myself.1 — May. Sevious constellaton of dis
couldn’t drive a car,” she said.  “The quality of life is fantas- eases and ... there is a lot
“It was awful ... I literally tic,” she said. more that can be done on the
could not function.” Lynn Moore, director of individual and the societal
After pushing her family public affairs with the Arthri- level to really fight the dis-
doctor, Ms. Robinson was re-  tis Society, said more research case”
ferred to a rheumatologist but funding should be dedicated )
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Rheumatoid arthritis causes painful joint inflammation. KEVIN VAN PAASSEN/THE GLOBE AND MAIL
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