Pesticides may be blamed for rise of Parkinson's in Manitoba: Study
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The prevalence of Parkinson’s disease has risen dramatically in Manitoba over the past two decades — a trend with huge implications for provincial health care and social services, and for people who suffer from the degenerative neurological illness.
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WINNIPEG — The prevalence of Parkinson's disease has risen dramatically in Manitoba over the past two decades — a trend with huge implications for provincial health care and social services, and for people who suffer from the degenerative neurological illness.

The first epidemiological study of Parkinson's inside the province has found the number of cases has jumped to just over 5,400, from 3,450 in the late 1980s, a rise of 57 per cent.

Five in every thousand men and four in every thousand women in Manitoba now have the progressively debilitating disease, according to a Manitoba-wide study conducted by neurologist Doug Hobson and six other researchers and health-care professionals.

The increase in the number of cases, which has far outpaced Manitoba's population growth over the past two decades, has neurologists and the Parkinson's Society of Manitoba warning of the demand for more resources: more doctors and nurses, more subsidized prescriptions, hospital beds, home care and other social services.

"The natural result is more demand on all the services," said society CEO Howard Koks on Thursday. "This is an expensive disease; there's no two ways about it. The medication will be going for the rest of your life. It's an ongoing cost that keeps going up year after year."

The epidemiological study found new cases of Parkinson's are appearing at a steady rate, but the number of overall cases is increasing because the disease may be getting diagnosed earlier and patients appear to be living longer.

The study also looked at the geographic distribution of Parkinson's in Manitoba and found the disease is concentrated in the southwestern corner of the province.

Although the precise cause of Parkinson's is unknown, researchers believe it's a combination of genetics and an environmental trigger. Since some researchers believe chemicals used in agriculture could be one of those triggers, the large number cases in southwestern Manitoba proved intriguing to the provincial study's authors.

"Previous studies report higher prevalence in rural rather than in urban areas. One hypothesis is greater exposure to environmental contaminants, such as pesticides, in rural regions," they write.

Manitoba Health Minister Theresa Oswald met with the Parkinson's Society last month to discuss the organization's concerns about access to medication and neurologists. Oswald said they made it clear they need more supports — including neurologists — in Brandon, Man., due to the prevalence of Parkinson's in southwest Manitoba.

Oswald said the province won't make a firm decision about funding until the Parkinson's Society submits a formal proposal. She said she'll work with patients and specialists from Winnipeg's Movement Disorder Clinic to help patients and their families get the treatment they need and raise awareness about the disease.

"There are no diseases for whom the costs are going down, so we need to take a balanced approach and make as many investments as possible to help people that are living with Parkinson's, and also to help their families," Oswald said.
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