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Asthma – Can Acupuncture Help?

Asthma is a condition that affects the airways – the small tubes that carry air in and out of the lungs.

When a person with asthma comes into contact with something that irritates their airways (an asthma trigger), the muscles around the walls of the airways tighten so that the airways become narrower and the lining of the airways becomes inflamed and starts to swell.

  
All these reactions cause the airways to become narrower and irritated - making it difficult to breathe.

· 5.4m people in the UK are currently receiving treatment for asthma. 

· 1.1m children in the UK are currently receiving treatment for asthma. 

· There is a person with asthma in one in five households in the UK.
Asthma Audit 2001 (conducted by the National Asthma Campaign) states that:

The UK has one of the highest prevalence rates for asthma in the world, along with New Zealand, Australia and Ireland.  There are more people suffering with asthma in the UK then ever before, the previous audit in 1999 estimated 3.4 million sufferers in the UK

It is not known why there has been such an increase, but it is thought to be due to a complex combination of genetic and environmental factors. Serious or life-threatening asthma results in 74,000 emergency hospital admissions each year. Currently, 1,500 people die from asthma each year, over a third of which are people under the age of 65. 

Other statistics and findings from the 2001 Asthma Audit included: 

· In 2000, GP's in the UK saw over 18,000 cases relating to new asthma attacks each week. 

· The number of new cases of asthma each year is now three to four times higher in adults and six times higher in children than it was 25 years ago. 

· Many asthmatics do not receive adequate information or advice when asthma is first diagnosed. Very few asthmatics have a written self-management plan explaining when to take medication (6%) or what to do if asthma worsens (3%). 

· Of 56 countries surveyed, the UK has the fifth highest prevalence rate (20.7%) for asthma in 13 to 14 year olds. 

· Asthma attacks now cost the UK an estimated £1.2 billion in lost productivity, £850 million in NHS treatment and a further £161 million in social security costs. 

· The average cost of an acute asthma attack needing an urgent GP appointment is £381. 

· Over 18 million working days are lost to asthma each year

Conventional treatment for asthma concentrates on the use of drugs, which can be divided into three main groups - preventers, relievers and emergency drugs. Unfortunately, drugs can have adverse side effects especially with overuse and long term use. 

On the other hand complementary therapies, such as Acupuncture aim to stimulate the body's natural resources and self-healing abilities, and try to heal the whole person rather than just treating a specific symptom or symptoms. The complete person is treated in a holistic manner on all three levels - physical, mental and emotional or simply body, mind and spirit

The House of Lords Select Committee report on complementary and alternative medicine ("CAM") acknowledged that the use of CAM is high and increasing. It has been estimated that at least 5 million patients in the UK have consulted a CAM practitioner in the last year, and that 1 in 3 people will use CAM at some stage in their lifetime. The House of Lords report also acknowledged that patients' satisfaction with their CAM treatment is high and is likely to account in part for a significant proportion of the high level of CAM use.

Research Into The Treatment Of Asthma With Acupuncture

Generally of poor standard, due to a number of factors:

· Inadequate sample sizes

· Poor choice of acupuncture points used in trials

· Inappropriate ‘sham’ treatments

· No long-term follow-ups to treatments

· Acupuncture only used as adjunctive therapy to medication

· Non-holistic approach

Approaches of Treating Asthma with Acupuncture

There are different approaches to the treatment of Asthma according to the school of thought that initiates treatment.  Perceptions of the root causes of this condition vary amongst the different models and systems of Acupuncture available. All Acupuncture styles agree that the Lungs and the Kidneys are primary considerations when evaluating a treatment plan. Other factions propose that the key to successful treatment is to address the body energetic at the level of the Wei Chi, also known as ‘defensive’ chi, or in other disciplines the ‘Aura’. Wei Chi is produced by the Lung and the Kidney and fuelled by the food we eat, thus said Acupuncture treatment will incorporate the modification of a patients diet alongside energetic treatment protocol.

“The Lung makes the breaths come out and the Kidneys make them come in. The Lung is the one who has mastery over the breaths and the Kidneys are the roots of the breaths”. 

(Pre-19th century post Nei jing texts; Elizabeth Rochat de la Vallee1992)
Special attention is paid to the quality of the in and of the out breath to further evidence the source of imbalance.
‘Wei Chi’

· Resides at the level of the skin

· Known as the ‘Aura’ in different cultures

· Is said to be in a state of alert during daylight hours and in a state of relative relaxation during the night

· External causes of disease must first penetrate the Wei Chi in order for disease to manifest
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