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LIVING WITH DISEASE

Sleep apnea causes
breathless nights and
drowsy days but can also
be life-threatening

If left untreated, this disorder could lead to heart failure, stroke or

even brain haemorrhage.
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For almost a decade between 1995 and 2005, cinematographer Madhu Ambat had
been feeling excessively tired and sleepy. “I would sleep anywhere, anytime,” he
said. Ambat and his wife Lata always thought that his fatigue and general
listlessness were because of his hectic, erratic work hours. Ambat got enough sleep

but would snore a lot.

“He would snore in such a way that he would take in a lot of air, up to almost 20-30
counts,” said Lata, who would be disturbed by the snoring. “But it wouldn’t come
out immediately. It comes out in short, sudden intervals almost like firecrackers

bursting.”

It was only when she read an article about sleep apnea in The Reader’s Digest in the
1990s that they saw a connection between the snoring and daytime sleepiness. But
at the time, Ambat did not know anyone in India who could treat the problem, so

they “put up with it”.
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Obstructive sleep apnea is a sleep-related breathing disorder in which muscles at
the back of the throat tend to relax during sleep, thereby blocking the airway. Since
sleep medicine is a relatively new practice in India, there have been only a few

studies on the extent of sleep disorders in the Indian population.

A study conducted between 2003 and 2005 involving of participants between the
ages of 30 and 60 from South Delhi district found that the estimated prevalence of

obstructive sleep apnea among the Indian population was 9.3%.

Just like Ambat, many of the participants of this study complained of daytime
sleepiness and constant fatigue. Any amount of sleep was not refreshing. Many
even reported choking at night. Doctors say that headaches and body aches are

often a fallout of this inability to gain complete rest.

Haricharan, a movie director in Chennai, struggled with obstructive sleep apnea
from 1995 until he got it treated in 2007. Every night, he would wake up with a
start, unable to breathe. His wife, Rekhs, said that her sleep has been pften

disturbed because of her husband’s condition.

“You are lying down next to the person and seeing them suffer the whole night,”

said Rekhs. “I don’t think I’'ve had a good night’s sleep for twelve years.”

The obesity effect

Obstructive sleep apnea is especially common among people suffering from obesity
who have sedentary lifestyles. Doctors say that people at high risk of developing
the condition are usually overweight, male and with a family history of sleep

apnea.

According to Dr Manvir Bhatia, senior consultant in neurology and sleep medicine
in Delhi, between 60% and 70% of people who are morbidly obese develop sleep
apnea. “The more weight around the neck, more chance you will have of getting
sleep apnea,” she said. In such cases, soft tissues around the throat relax more than
normal, blocking the airway.
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The reverse holds true as well. Sleep apnea can cause obesity.

“During an apneic event, the release of two hormones that regulate appetite and
satiety — what I eat and how much I eat — go haywire,” said Bhatia. “Your desire to
eat increase and satiety does not get fulfilled. Patients usually have a craving for

starchy and sweet things, and so tend to put on weight.”

Also, fatigue leads to lack of exercise and lethargy, which contributes to weight

gain, she added.

Dr Manvir Bhatia conducts a sleep study. (Photo: Neurology & Sleep Centre)

But there are other causes too. Doctors say that physical attributes that put you at
risk for obstructive sleep apnea include a deviated septum, receding chin, or
enlarged tonsils or adenoids. Allergies or other medical conditions that cause nasal
congestion and blockage can also contribute to sleep apnea. Smoking and alcohol
consumption can also lead to restricted airway and increase the likelihood of

snoring.

In Madhu Ambat’s case, his throat muscles were sluggish because of a severe case

of whooping cough he had as a child and could be the main reason for his sleep
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problems.

Spotting the problem

One day in 2006, Ambat fell asleep while waiting outside a hospital ward in a
Chennai where his wife had been admitted for a surgery. While passing by the
ward, sleep specialist Dr N Ramakrishnan observed Ambat’s breathing pattern and

told Ambat’s friend that he seemed to have sleep apnea.

After the initial clinical evaluation by Ramakrishnan, Ambat’s sleep activity was
recorded on a polysomnogram machine, which noted his heart rate, breathing,

blood oxygen level and his brain waves. The next day, Ambat found through the
results of the polysomnogram that he had been waking up at least 40 times over

ten hours of sleep. And he had never realised it.

Sudhir Pandey, a resident of South Delhi was also diagnosed with a similar
problem. After suffering with symptoms of excessive sleepiness and high blood
pressure, he visited a sleep clinic in Delhi where he was diagnosed with sleep

apnea.

“He would sleep all the time, sometimes even while talking or eating,” said his wife
Indu Pandey. “For whole year, he hardly went to work. His memory also suffered.

We could not figure out why his health was worsening.”

After examination, Bhatia explained to Pandey that his brain was not getting
enough oxygen when he slept and so his brain could not rest, even as the rest of his
body did. This lack of rest had caused Pandey’s high blood pressure and sugar

problems.

“When the patient has an apneic event,the sympathetic nervous system gets
activated and a lot of chemicals get release,” said Bhatia. “This causes a steroid-like
effect, which pushes the blood pressure and sugar levels up. If not treated, atleast

30 to 40% patients with sleep apnea will land up with high blood pressure.”
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Corrective treatment

Both Pandey and Ambat now use a Continuous Positive Airway Pressure machine
every night while sleeping, which allows them peaceful sleep. The machine

increases the air pressure in the throat so that it does not collapse between breaths.

“The few masks I used were not very comfortable,” said Ambat. “I had to try two or
three different masks to find the right one for me. Now I’'m able to sleep well at

night, without snoring or waking up. I don’t have the same daytime tiredness

anymore.”

Mask to connect to a Continuous Positive Airway Pressure machine or CPAP machine while sleeping. (Photo:
Rachel Tayse/Flickr)

Before visiting a sleep specialist, both had attempted to deal with their problem in
different ways. Pandey had approached a psychiatrist to find out why he was
sleeping so much. Ambat had been advised to get a surgery to correct the deviation
of his septum to rid him of snoring. But even after the surgery he did not feel much

better, he said.
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“If an incorrect surgery is performed, sleep apnea does not completely resolve and
the patient may have to use the PAP machine even after a surgery,” said Dr Preeti
Devnani, clinical director at Sleep Disorders Clinic in Mumbai. “Sleep medicine is
multidisciplinary and ENT does play a crucial role, however it is better when an

entire multi-discipline team is caring for the patient.”

She added that the treatment for sleep apnea is dependent on the condition of the
patient along with its severity. While Positive Airway Pressure machines do help in
dealing with sleep apnea, there are different kinds of sleep apnea machines that

are available and are prescribed based on patients’ needs.

Dr Prashant Chhajed, director of the Lung Care and Sleep Centre in Mumbali,
explained that the patient is usually put through two kinds of sleep studies, before
recommending a particular kind of device or treatment. The first sleep study is
diagnostic in nature, where the sleep patterns are studied. If the patient is

diagnosed with sleep apnea, they are put through a second sleep study which is

therapemsic in nature, where the patient is asked to sleep with the device on.

1 that is involved so the patient knows what to

g remarkably reduces the fear.”
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'My medicine is my friend for life": The bitter pills and stoic acceptance of the HIV generation
Devnani’s Sleep Disorders Clinic treats the entire spectrum of sleep disorders like

Ge

sleepREpif¥a, insomnia and sleep insufficiency syndrome, among others. Of the

patients that seek treatment here, approximately 60% of them have sleep apnea.

Men are twice as likely to have sleep apnea as women, said Devnani.

Devnani explained that one theory that supports why men are more prone to sleep
apnea is related to pharyngeal mechanics. Men have larger pharynx than women
and ex » their

upper
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Growing awareness

Haricharan never even heard of sleep apnea until, in 2005, he visited sleep
practitioner Ramakrishnan. He had been suffering from the condition for almost

12 years.

Ramakrishnan said that there is more awareness about sleep disorders now. He

started Nithra Instltute of Slee p Sciences in 2004, which remains one of the only
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“Peoplehgave us all sorts of bizarre advice before we went to the sleep clinic,” said

Rekhs. “They told us to try voodoo and black magic to cure this. But all you have to

do is wear a mask while sleeping every night. We are both finally able to sleep
peacefully.”

We welcome your comments at letters@scroll.in.
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The woes of a house hunter in India are many. The dreary process starts with
circling classifieds in newspapers and collecting shiny brochures. You flip through
the proposed and ready designs that launch a hundred daydreams on the spot. So
far so good. But, every house hunter would attest to the soul-crushing experience of

checking out a disappointing property.

The kitchen of a 2BHK is carved from the corner of the hall, the 3BHK is a
converted 2BHK, the building looks much older than in the pictures.... after
months of reading the fine line, and between the lines, you feel like all the

diagrams and highlights seem to blur into each other.

After much mental stress, if you do manage to zero in on a decent property, there’s
a whole new world of knowledge to be navigated - home loans to be sifted through,

taxes to be sorted and a finance degree to be earned for understanding it all.

Do you wish a real estate platform would address all your woes? Like a
supermarket, where your every need (and want) is catered to? Imagine all your
property choices nicely lined up and arranged with neat labels and offers. Imagine
being able to compare all your choices side by side. Imagine viewing verfied
listings and knowing what you see is what you get. Imagine having other buyers
and experts guiding you along every step while you make one of the most

important investments in your life. Imagine...

https://scroll.in/pulse/819373/sleep-apnea-causes-breathless-nights-and-drowsy-days-but-can-also-be-life-threatening 11/13




04/10/2017 Sleep apnea causes breathless nights and drowsy days but can also be life-threatening

> 'S R umm i b |
.I‘! W?
- *'

o1

{

MagicBricks has made every Indian house hunters’ daydream of a simplified real
estate supermarket a reality. Now you have more than a pile of brochures at your
disposal as the online real estate marketplace brings you lakhs of choices to your
fingertips. Instead of bookmarking pages, you can narrow down your choices by
area, budget, house type etc. Just so you aren’t hit by FOMO, you can always add a
suburb you’ve been eyeing or an extra bedroom to your filter. But there’s more to a
house than just floor space. On MagicBricks, you can check for good schools in the
vicinity, a park for evening walks or at least an assured easier commute. Save time
and energy by vetting properties based on the specs, pictures and floor plans

uploaded and have all your niggling concerns addressed on the users’ forum.

Shortlisted a property? Great! No need to descend down another spiral of anxiety.
Get help from reliable experts on MagicBricks on matters of legalities, home loans,
investment, property worth etc. You can even avail their astrology and Vastu
services to ensure an auspicious start to life in your new home or office. With its
entire gamut of offerings, MagicBricks has indeed brought the supermarket

experience to real estate in India, as this fun video shows below.
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Get started with a simplified experience of buying, renting and selling property on

MagicBricks here.

This article was produced by the Scroll marketing team on behalf of MagicBricks and

not by the Scroll editorial team.
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