
 
 

Increasing asthma rates spell trouble for black children 
 

Shirley L. Smith 

Health News Examiner 
 
June 12, 2011 
 

Over the past decade, the number of people 

diagnosed with asthma in the United States has  

increased steadily, especially among black 

children who are more likely than white children 

to suffer from complications due to asthma and 

die from asthma-related deaths, according to data 

from the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta.  

 

If you think you are immune from this serious, 

incurable disease, think again. Although asthma 

usually occurs in early childhood before the age 

of six, asthma can strike at any age, said Dr. Hatice Zahran, an epidemiologist at the CDC’s 

Prevention Air Pollution and Respiratory Health Branch.  

 

A recently released report by the CDC reveals that from 2001 to 2009 asthma in the United States 

increased among all demographic groups by 4.3 million. In 2009, about 25 million people, eight 

percent of the population, had asthma, compared to about 20 million in 2001.  

 

The biggest increase in asthma rates was among black children. From 2001 through 2009, the 

number of black children diagnosed with asthma skyrocketed by almost 50 percent. Additionally, 

17 percent, or one in six, of black children had asthma in 2009, the highest rate among all racial 

and ethnic groups.  

 

Asthma is also more prevalent among black people of all ages. About 11 percent, or one in nine, 

of black people were diagnosed with asthma in 2009, a startling figure considering that black 

people only make up about 13 percent of the United States population. Dr. Zahran does not know 

why asthma disproportionately affects black people, but some scientists theorize that the disparity 

is caused by genetics, stress, socioeconomic conditions and inadequate access to health care.  

 

The growth of asthma has had a major impact on the economy. In 2007, asthma cost the U.S. $56 

billion in health-care costs, loss of productivity due to missed school and work days, and premature 

deaths, Dr. Zahran said. CDC statistics also show that about 40 percent of uninsured people with 

asthma could not afford to buy their medication.  
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The National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute define asthma as a chronic lung disease that inflames 

and narrows the airways, the tubes that carry air into or out of the lungs. The inflamed or swollen 

airways make a person with asthma hypersensitive to certain substances. If exposed to one of these 

irritants, the airways become very narrow, the muscles around the airways tighten and an excessive 

amount of mucus is produced. This chain reaction restricts airflow to and from the lungs, making 

it difficult to breathe and resulting in an asthma attack. The symptoms of asthma are coughing, 

wheezing, shortness of breath and chest tightness. Most people with asthma live normal lives, but 

without proper treatment asthma can be life-threatening.  

 

While the cause of asthma is unknown, Dr. Zahran said, “There is a genetic predisposition to 

getting asthma, but having a genetic predisposition to develop asthma does not mean you will 

automatically get asthma. In addition to genetic predisposition, environmental factors could play 

a role to trigger the onset of the disease.”  

 

Researchers say indoor and outdoor pollutants such as tobacco smoke including secondhand 

smoke, mold, dust mites, household sprays, and automobile and industrial emissions can trigger 

asthma symptoms and lead to an asthma attack. Cold weather, respiratory infections like the flu or 

cold, cockroaches and household pets can also cause asthma to flare-up. Dr. Zahran cautioned that 

these “asthma triggers” differ from person to person, so people need to monitor their symptoms to 

determine what aggravates their asthma.  

 

“People can be symptom-free with good asthma management and care,” Dr. Zahran said. She 

added that people can control their symptoms and prevent asthma attacks by using medications or 

inhalers as directed by their physicians, keeping their medicine close at hand, and avoiding things 

that trigger their asthma symptoms. Everyone with asthma should develop a written action plan 

with their doctor to help them manage their asthma, and parents should make sure that their child’s 

school nurse gets a copy of the plan, Dr. Zahran said.  

 

The CDC and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) have issued the following guidelines 

to help asthmatics reduce their exposure to harmful environmental substances and improve the 

quality of their lives:  

 

• Make your home and car smoke-free zones, and avoid areas where people smoke;  

• Get vaccinated for the flu and pneumonia;  

• Avoid stress. Stress can weaken your immune system and make you more susceptible to 

respiratory infections;  

• Control dust mites. Cover mattresses and pillows with allergen-proof covers and wash 

sheets and blankets once a week in hot water. Don’t use down-filled pillows, quilts or 

comforters. Remove stuffed animals and clutter from your bedroom;  

 



 

• Keep pets out of the bedroom and off furniture. Bathe them weekly. If you have a furry 

pet, vacuum carpet often and mop floors weekly;  

• Eliminate mold. Wash and dry hard surfaces to prevent moisture and remove mold. Replace 

moldy ceiling tiles and carpet, and fix water leaks to prevent mold from growing behind 

walls and under floors. In hot, humid climates, use an air conditioner and/or a dehumidifier;  

• Eliminate cockroaches. Keep surfaces and floors clean from food and water, and use roach 

traps; and  

• Monitor air quality forecasts, and plan activities for when air pollution levels are low. For 

up-to-date air quality information, go to EnviroFlash.  
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