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On the oc ca sion of World Asthma Day – which falls on May 5 this year – Dr A Basheer, Head of
the Depart ment of In ter nal Medicine and Di a betes, Badr Al Sama’a Hospi tal, spoke about how
asthma pa tients need to take care of them selves, es pe cially dur ing the COVID-19 pan demic, and
the var i ous mis con cep tions sur round ing the disease. He was speak ing to TFM’s Evita Louis.
How do asthma pa tients need to look af ter them selves dur ing the pan demic?
Just be cause you are asth matic does not mean you have an in creased chance of test ing pos i tive
for COVID-19. As with any one else, asthma pa tients must also fol low hy giene meth ods. Once
you have re cov ered from COVID, how ever, you have to be a lit tle more care ful.
Never stop your asthma med i ca tion: I have seen pa tients who have done that, and this has
wors ened their con di tions. If you no tice COVID symp toms, seek as sis tance early. It is also rec -
om mended to keep a pulse oxime ter at home so that you can mon i tor your oxy gen lev els. If it
does go be low 95, go to your doc tor or near est health care provider.
If you do test pos i tive and are an asthma pa tient, �rst of all, do not panic. Do not stop your
med i ca tion – con sult your physi cian, and iden tify any breath ing di�  cul ties. Walk a cou ple of
steps and see if you have any trou ble breath ing. An other advice I would like to pro vide is to not
hes i tate from tak ing the COVID vaccine – the Min istry of Health is speci�  cally pro vid ing prior
ity vac ci na tion to asthma pa tients, be cause they could develop some com pli ca tions from the
disease.
What are the var i ous causes of asthma?
Asthma is an al ler gic disease: it is caused by a lot of en vi ron men tal al ler gens, such as dust on
the �oor. Many pa tients come with asthma caused by pets at home. As pirin is also very no to ri -
ous for pre cip i tat ing asthma. Flu in fec tions can also trig ger this, par tic u larly since some peo ple
have sea sonal asthma: it is seen more dur ing the win ters, or when the weather is cloudy.
One of the clas si cal fea tures of asthma is that it is wors ened early in the morning. Asthma is
also the only disease that has a sea sonal pat tern. The rainy sea son, as well as trop i cal cli mates,
can also trig ger asthma.
Peo ple be lieve asthma pa tients can not do ex er cise – they can, but they must do so ac cord ing to
a rou tine de vised by their physi cian. If you go be yond an op ti mal level of ex er cise, how ever, you
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can trig ger asthma. 20 to 30 per cent of cases are also trig gered by acid re �ux.
What are some of the mis con cep tions around asthma?
Many of my pa tients know what asthma is – but they still have many mis con cep tions. Many of
them think asthma is a psy cho log i cal disease, but to the con trary, it is a phys i cal disease, and
there are a lot of fac tors that cause asthma. Asthma is wors ened by stress and emo tions, which
is why they might think it is psy cho log i cal in na ture.
Many pa tients think that one they have asthma and un dergo treat ment, they can stop it af ter a
cou ple of months. Asthma needs to have an ap proach sim i lar to hy per ten sion or di a betes. It is a
long stand ing disease, which means you have to plan for long-term man age ment. When you
start asthma treat ment, pa tients �nd they are symp tom free, but that does not mean the
disease has gone from in side you: it is wait ing to come out side. You must un der stand that you
have a chronic disease that is go ing to be long stand ing.
Why is an in haler the best form of treat ment for asthma? Why not use a tablet or syrup?
When we say ‘in haler’, peo ple think it a last re sort treat ment – this is a mis con cep tion. We rec -
om mend in halers, be cause when you take a tablet, for ex am ple, only nine per cent of the
medicine ac tu ally goes through your lungs: the rest of the 91 per cent re mains in your blood.
Imag ine the side e� ects that can be caused if so much medicine re mains in the blood stream.
It is the same for an in jec tion, where 99 per cent of the medicine cir cu lates in your blood. Com -
pare this to an in haler, where 33 per cent of the medicine goes into the lungs, the rest goes
through your stom ach and your di ges tive tract. An in haler dose is also just one-hun dredth the
mea sure ment of a tablet.
Some in halers con tain steroids, but their con tent is so minute that the side-e� ects are min i mal.
Over long-term use, you might have some com pli ca tions such as pharyn gi tis, throat ir ri ta tion,
or fun gal in fec tions, but af ter each use of your in haler, if you do a mouth gar gle with warm wa -
ter, you can avoid these side e� ects as well.
Many pa tients be lieve that the mo ment they use their in haler, they will be de pen dent on it for
the rest of their lives. They think in halers are dan ger ous: on the con trary, this is the safest and
most e� ec tive treat ment for asthma.
How pos si ble is it for asthma pa tients to lead a nor mal life?
It is not that we can cure asthma, but we can con trol it: we can make the pa tient symp tom-free
and give them a good stan dard of life. There is no cure for asthma, so if some one tells you of a
medicine that can cure the disease, they are mis lead ing you. To have a nor mal life, stick to your
med i ca tion, fol low up with your doc tor, and know the lim i ta tions put forth by them.
There are some fa mous ath letes who have had this prob lem – Pele was asth matic, for ex am ple.
Physi cians need to op ti mise the lev els at which peo ple can do ex er cise. Peo ple who do reg u lar
ex er cises and yoga have bet ter con trol over their asthma, and they can do away with us ing the
in haler more of ten.


