What is An Aortic Aneurysm?

Q: What is An Aortic Aneurysm? 
A: An Abdominal aortic aneurysm  (AAA) occurs when the wall of the aorta, the main artery in the chest and abdomen, progressively weakens.  This causes a dilation of the vessel.  The aneurysm will grow larger and eventually rupture if not diagnosed and treated. 

Q: What causes an aortic aneurysm?
A: Most aneurysms are caused by a breakdown in the proteins providing structural strength to the wall of the aorta.  While these proteins can gradually deteriorate with age, some conditions accelerate the process, including atherosclerosis, an excess of certain enzymes and in rare cases, infection.

Q: What are the major risk factors for AAA?

A: Most patients have no symptoms at the time an AAA is discovered.  In fact, many are detected during tests performed for unrelated reasons. 

Q: At what point does an aneurysm require treatment?
A: Most doctors agree that, for someone in good health, an AAA larger than five centimeters in diameter (about the size of a lemon) needs treatment.  Smaller aneurysms may also need treatment if they cause symptoms like or abdominal pain, or if tests show the aneurysm has rapidly grown.

Q: How serious a problem is a ruptured aortic aneurysm?

A:

· It is 13th leading cause of death in the U.S.

· More than 15,000 Americans die each year from ruptured aneurysms.

· Many sufferers don’t even make it to the hospital in time. And those who do often die of complications.

Q: How is AAA diagnosed?
A: Most are diagnosed using an ultrasound or CAT scan.  This simple, non-invasive exam can be done on an outpatient basis and can even determine how big the AAA is, which is key to determining the need for treatment.

Q: How effective are AAA treatments?
A: When diagnosed early, treatment is safe and effective, and the aneurysm is cured.

Q: What treatment is available?
A: Surgery is usually required, but modern, catheter-based technologies using endovascular grafts have made treatment less invasive in many cases.

Q: What can I expect from surgical treatment of AAA?

A:

· The diseased part of the aorta is replaced with a graft and sewn in place.

· The procedure requires a major abdominal incision and general anesthesia.

· Hospital stays average 7-10 days, but a full recovery usually requires 1-2 months.

· More that 90% of patients make a full recovery.

Q: What if I suspect a family member or I might have an aortic aneurysm?
A: Check with your family doctor.  A simple ultrasound test is all it takes to find out for sure.  

Q: What are the advantages and disadvantages of endovascular grafting?

A:

· This exciting new treatment avoids some of the risks of traditional major open surgery.

· The AAA is repaired by delivering a graft through a small incision in the groin rather than through a major abdominal incision.

· Hospital stay is usually only 1-2 days, with return to normal daily activities in about a week.

· It can be used on patients with serious medical problems.

· This method is new, doctors have less experience with the procedure.  There may be serious problems that haven’t yet been anticipated.

Q: Where can I learn more about aneurysms and what can be done to prevent, detect and treat them?
A: Ultimately, the success of the American Vascular Association (AVA) program depends on educating the public about the critical importance of vascular disease.  It’s essential that all of our patients learn how best to protect and enhance their vascular wellness.

For more information on the AVA and its Screening Program, and other information about vascular problems, Please visit them at: www.vascularweb.org or call 1-877-AVA-2010.

