May is Stroke Awareness Month – How informed are you?

Article #1 – General Stroke Awareness
Many of you may know that we, as Martin County residents, reside in what is knows as the “Stroke Belt”, which is an area of very high occurrence of stroke. Martin County and the rest of eastern NC are located in the “Buckle” of the “Stroke Belt”; therefore stroke awareness and proper response to strokes are very important.

A Stroke is simply defined as a brain attack, in which blood flow to a portion of the brain is interrupted. The two types of stroke s are ischemic stroke, in which there is blood clot blocking blood flow to a portion of the brain, and hemorrhagic stroke in which a blood vessel has ruptured causing an interrupted blood flow to the brain. Stroke is a medical emergency and must be treated as such. When blood flow becomes blocked to portions of the brain one or more of the following symptoms may occur.
   - Sudden trouble seeing, loss of vision in one or both eyes.

   - Sudden sever headache.

   - Trouble walking, dizziness, loss of balance. Trouble coordinating movements.

   - Trouble understanding, confusion. Trouble with speech.

   - Numbness of face, arm, neck, or leg; usually on one side of the body.

If you notice any of these symptoms in a friend or family member it is important that you call 911 immediately. There are treatment options for stroke; however they must be received within a 3 hour time period from when the stroke occurred, so it is extremely important that you act quickly in order to prevent severe disability or death. If you think that someone may have just had a stroke you can follow the F.A.S.T. sequence to verify.
F. – FACE - Look for facial weakness. Ask the person smile. Does one side of the mouth, eye or cheek droop?

A. – ARMS - Check for arm drift. Ask the person to raise both arms. Are both of the arms at an equal height; is one arm lower than the other? 

S. – SPEECH - Check for speech or problems understanding. Is the person having trouble understanding simple sentences or speaking?

T. - TIME TO CALL 911 - If you answered yes to any of these questions it is very likely that this person has had a stroke. Call 911 immediately. 

Stroke is often unnoticed or confused with falls, and older age. It is important that you are aware of the symptoms of stroke so that you can help prevent stroke deaths and disability in your friends, family and community.
• For more information about stroke please visit http://www.stroke.org
• For question or comments on this article contact John Fulk by john.fulk@ncmail.net or call 252-793-1630
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Article #2 – Stroke Response – What happens after you call 911?
The ultimate goal of emergency stroke response is quick recognition of the stroke by identifying the signs and symptoms, calling 911 immediately and getting to a healthcare center that can administer the needed treatment. Tissue plasminogen activator (tPA) is a blood clot dissolving medication used in stroke patients that can reduce the permanent debilitation that one may experience from having a stroke. tPA has proven to be very effective in treating ischemic strokes, however, tPA must be administered within a three hour time period from the onset of stroke symptoms. If you notice that you or a family member is having as you call 911 the following would be the response sequence.
1- Stroke symptoms recognized. 911 Called

2- Emergency Medical Services arrive. The rescue squads in Martin County function at a basic level, so the only assistance they can provide in the response to stroke is timely transport to the hospital.

3- Emergency medical services arrive at Martin General Hospital. Once the EMS delivers the patient to Martin General Hospital, the patient is sustained and then further transported to Pitt County Memorial Hospital. Martin General does not have tPA in stock nor is Martin General certified to administer tPA. 
4- Arrival to Emergency Department at Pitt County Memorial Hospital.

Once at PCMH the ER staff will assess the patient to insure that stroke treatment is necessary and within the three hour time period. If you have arrived at PCMH in time the tPA will be administered and you chances of a full, disability free recovery are greatly increased. 
Many areas in Martin County will require significant response time do carry out the above response sequence and the three hour time window for treatment my be near passing as you reach capable treatment. For these reason is very important for Martin County residents to be well aware of the signs and symptoms of a stroke. To insure proper treatment there must be no delay in symptoms recognition and calling 911.

The risk factors for stroke include controllable and uncontrollable conditions. Having an awareness of these risks factors and methods reduce your risks of stroke is very important, as stroke can lead to paralysis, major and minor debilitation, and death.
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Article #3 – The Risk Factors of Stroke and How to Lower Your Risk
There are many risk factors for stroke and this is an opportunity for you to become aware of the risks and informed about methods that you can implement in order to lower your risk of having a stroke. Some of the main risk factors are listed below with methods in which to manage them, in order to reduce the risk of stroke.

Hypertension – High Blood Pressure- This is the #1 risk factor for stroke. Hypertension is known as the silent killer because it does not have any symptoms. High pressure on blood vessels in the brain can result in hemorrhagic stroke. Regular physical activity and proper nutrition are great methods to control blood pressure. Minimizing salt and alcohol consumption are absolutely necessary keep your blood pressure at a normal range.
Overweight / Obesity – Being overweight or obese greatly increases your risk of having high blood pressure, which in turn greatly increases your risk of stroke. Efforts should be taken to reduce your weight by implementing proper nutrition and exercise routines. 
Cholesterol – Having high cholesterol levels in your blood increases the risk of a blood clot being formed and causing blockage to a vessel in the brain. Proper nutrition and exercise are great methods to lower and maintain a healthy cholesterol level. 

Ethnicity – African Americans are more likely to have high blood pressure and must be more aware of their blood pressure and methods to keep it balanced. 
These are a few of the risk factors you need to be aware of, however, in the end proper nutrition and regular exercise is the best thing you can do for your health. For more information about the risk factors of stroke please visit any of the following websites.

www.stroke.org
www.strokeassociation.org
www.americanheart.org

If you have any additional questions or concerns please feel free to contact me by any of the means listed below.

John Fulk, MPH, RHEd.

John.fulk@ncmail.net
(252) 793-1630

