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Cardiovascular Risks Rising in Native Americans
B Y  S H A R O N  W O R C E S T E R

Tallahassee Bureau

AT L A N TA —  The prevalence of cardio-
vascular risk factors and cardiovascular
disease is alarmingly high and continues
to rise in Native Americans, according to
several reports at a prevention confer-
ence on heart disease and stroke spon-
sored by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention.

In one study of adult Native Americans

(defined as American Indians and Alaska
Natives) from Montana who took part in
an annual telephone survey, significant in-
creases were seen between 1999 and 2003
in the proportion reporting diabetes (12%
vs. 16%), hypertension (26% vs. 34%),
high cholesterol (23% vs. 30%), and obe-
sity (34% vs. 39%). 

About 1,000 adults completed the sur-
vey in each of the four study years, Car-
rie S. Oser reported in a poster presented
at the meeting.

After adjustment for age, sex, and sur-
vey year, the increases in the proportion
reporting hypertension, high cholesterol,
and obesity remained significant, said
Ms. Oser of the Montana Department of
Public Health and Human Services in
Helena.

The prevalence of cardiovascular dis-
ease increased slightly from 10% to 11%
over the course of the study, and smoking
rates dropped slightly from 38% to 36%,
although they remained high.

In another study of Native Americans in
North Carolina, which has the eighth-
largest Native American population in the
United States, age-adjusted rates of car-
diovascular risk factor prevalence were
compared with those of North Carolina
whites and African Americans.

The 285 Native Americans studied in
2002 and the 230 studied in 2003 had high-
er rates of hypertension (40% vs. 27%),
obesity (33% vs. 21%), and diabetes (14%
vs. 7%) than did whites. 

They also were less likely than whites to
engage in leisure-time physical activity
(66% vs. 76%) and to engage in the rec-
ommended amount of physical activity for
cardiovascular health (29% vs. 40%), and
they were less likely to eat five or more

servings of
fruits and veg-
etables daily
(19% vs. 25%),
Sara L. Huston,
Ph.D., reported
in a poster.

Smoking and
high choles-
terol rates in
this study were
found to be
comparable in
American Indi-
ans and whites.
All cardiovas-
cular risk fac-

tors were found to be similar in Native
Americans and African Americans, she
said.

Both Ms. Oser and Dr. Huston said
that they were struck by the high preva-
lence of cardiovascular risk factors found
in Native Americans; the prevalence in
this population had been largely un-
known, noted Dr. Huston, who conclud-
ed that culturally appropriate intervention
and prevention programs are needed to
address the problem.

The need for such programs also was
highlighted in another poster showing
that with the rise in the prevalence of di-
abetes and hypertension in Native Amer-
icans is a likely risk in the prevalence of is-
chemic heart disease. 

Based on 2002 ambulatory care data
from the Indian Health Service, the age-
adjusted prevalence of ischemic heart dis-
ease among Native Americans and Native
Alaskans aged 45 years and older was es-
timated to be nearly three times higher in
those with diabetes than in those without
diabetes (17% vs. 6%).

Those individuals with hypertension
but without diabetes had a higher age-ad-
justed prevalence of ischemic heart disease
than did those with diabetes alone (13%
vs. 7%). Those individuals with both dia-
betes and hypertension were found to
have the highest prevalence (20%), re-
ported Nilka Rios Burrows of the CDC,
Atlanta.

These rates are likely to rise in tandem
with the increasing prevalence of dia-
betes and other cardiovascular risk factors
in Native Americans; interventions to con-
trol blood glucose, lipid, and blood pres-
sure levels would benefit this population,
she said. ■

The more than
500 Native
Americans studied
had higher rates
of hypertension
(40% vs. 27%),
obesity (33% vs.
21%), and
diabetes (14% vs.
7%) than whites.
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