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ABSTRACT

Rheumatic Heart Disease (RHD) is a preventable chronic heart disease caused by rheumatic fever. RHD can result in
complications and can even conclude in unexpected death at a young age. This study aimed to estimate the prevalence
of RHD among the school-going age group in the Northern and Southern regions of Sarawak. This research was conducted
as a cross-sectional study in Samarahan and Kuching of the Southern Region and Miri of the Northern Region of Sarawak.
The study population comprised school-going children within the divisions. The data on sociodemographic
characteristics were collected through a questionnaire. At the same time, echocardiographic parameters were
collected through a portable echocardiographic device. Cardiologists confirmed the abnormal cardiac findings. The
overall prevalence of RHD was 14 per 1000 persons or 1.4%. Borderline RHD prevalence was 9 per 1000 persons or 0.9%,
while the Definite RHD prevalence was 5 per 1000 persons or 0.5 %. With the prevalence obtained, more attention

should be given to preventing this silent disease.
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INTRODUCTION

Rheumatic Heart Disease (RHD) is a preventable
chronic heart disease caused by rheumatic fever
'. Chronic inflammation following rheumatic fever
may result in narrowing heart valves, resulting in
decreased blood circulation through the heart.
RHD may also cause valve leakage, causing blood
to flow in the opposite direction, which may lead
to more heart complications. RHD develops due to
a prolonged inflammatory process in the cardiac
tissue as a result of acute or recurrent attacks of
rheumatic fever, a condition characterised by
widespread inflammation affecting several body
organs, including the heart. This inflammation
typically occurs following a throat infection due
to bacteria Group A Streptococcus infecting the
throat 2. It is most commonly found in the heart
valves, mitral and aortic valves 3. RHD is not
exceptional of the distress and difficulties
experienced by the patient and their family,
particularly the community in general, as a result
of the disease and its complications. Once a
diagnosis of RHD is made, the patient’s and
family’s financial situation will be affected. The
severity of the burden will vary according to the
disease’s stages and progression. While the
disease is easily preventable, adhering to
preventive antibiotic treatments is challenging “.
As a result, the risk of mortality and morbidity
increases proportionately with the severity of the
disease °. RHD can occur in both developed and
industrialised countries as well as developing
countries, particularly among the
socioeconomically disadvantaged °.

Additionally, RHD can result in complications and
even unexpected death at a young age ’. Recent
reports from developed countries on RHD
indicated that the disease is here to stay and will
create serious health problems in the community
if left unaddressed 8. As a result of economic loss,
2010 global burden of disease estimated that the
number of people suffering from RHD was
approximately 34 million, as measured by 10.1
million disability-adjusted life years lost °. It was
reported that the repair of rheumatic mitral
valvular disease accounted for nearly half of all
mitral valve surgeries performed in Malaysia’s
major heart centres '°. Additionally, one may face
job loss due to RHD ''. RHD is a silent progressive
autoimmune heart disease that disproportionately
affects young people in developing regions,
affecting their health as well as their economic
and social well-being 2.

The United Nations and the World Health
Assembly in May 2012 agreed to adopt a global
target to reduce premature non-communicable
diseases (NCD) deaths by 25% by 2025 "3. RHD is a
disease that may achieve this target as the disease
management is relatively inexpensive, proven,
and effective control and prevention strategies
can lead to a decrease in mortalities, especially
among young people '#. However, a systematic
review of RHD in Malaysia reported that there
were no population-based studies on the
incidence or prevalence of RHD or even Acute
Rheumatic Fever in Malaysia. Therefore, the
objective of this study was to estimate the
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