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NEW ‘‘break through’’ research has found those who live in over crowded hous ing are more likely to develop acute
rheum atic fever and strep to coc cal infec tions of the skin.
Uni versity of Otago (Wel ling ton) lead researcher Prof Michael Baker said it was the �rst time research ers had
invest ig ated risk factors for group A strep to coc cal infec tions of the throat (strep throat) and skin (strep skin) that
can cause rheum atic fever.
The stud ies found both rheum atic fever and strep skin were linked with bar ri ers to access ing primary health care
and a fam ily his tory of rheum atic fever and rheum atic heart dis ease, a ser i ous ill ness which could develop if
rheum atic fever was untreated.
Prof Baker said it was a major step for ward to have iden ti �ed a key path way driv ing the risk of rheum atic fever.
‘‘Find ing a strong asso ci ation between skin infec tion and rheum atic fever adds to evid ence from other research
con duc ted by our group about the import ance of strep skin in trig ger ing this dis ease.
‘‘These res ults sug gest that treat ing skin infec tions in young chil dren may provide a way of pre vent ing them
devel op ing rheum atic fever.
‘‘Our �nd ings rein force the cent ral role that good qual ity, uncrowded hous ing has in pro tect ing chil dren dur ing
the period when they are vul ner able to rheum atic fever and other
Michael Baker
infec tious dis eases.
‘‘It is also a reminder of the import ance of hav ing good access to primary health care.’’
Prof Baker said an unex pec ted �nd ing of the rheum atic fever risk factors study was that drink ing sugar sweetened
drinks was twice as com mon among the rheum atic fever cases, com pared with healthy con trols.
‘‘There are sev eral ways in which sugar sweetened drinks could increase your risk of rheum atic fever. We are plan -
ning fur ther research to test some of these hypo theses.
‘‘In the mean time, this is another reason for chil dren to switch to healthy altern at ives, such as water or plain
milk.’’
Fel low researcher Asso ciate Prof Jason Gurney said rates of rheum atic fever were about 20 times higher for Maori
and 44 times higher for Paci�c peoples than for non Maori and non Pa ci�c peoples.
‘‘It is vital that the new incom ing health organ isa tions, not ably the Maori Health Author ity, Pub lic Health Agency
and Health New Zea l and act on these research �nd ings as a high pri or ity.
‘‘It is also cru cial that we look fur ther upstream at the social determ in ants of this dis ease and con tinue to address
inequit ies in access to things like high qual ity, healthy hous ing and primary care.’’
Another research team mem ber, Dr Julie Ben nett, said the research provided a path for ward for New Zea l and to
apply the broad �nd ings, and to test spe ci�c inter ven tions that were high lighted in the research.
Telethon Kids Insti tute dir ector and lead ing rheum atic fever researcher Prof Jonathan Cara petis, of Perth, said the
stud ies were a ‘‘break through’’ in the global �ght against these dis eases.
❛ Our �nd ings rein force the cent ral role that good qual ity, uncrowded hous ing has in pro tect ing chil dren dur ing the
period when they are vul ner able to rheum atic fever and other infec tious dis eases

‘Break through’ study on rheum atic fever

Otago Daily Times · 7 Jul 2022 · 8 · JOHN LEWIS john.lewis@odt.co.nz

Public User
Highlight


