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EDITORIAL 
The fall of the gods and the coming of new monsters 
Francesco Bottaccioli – Sipnei Founder and Honorary President 
 
 
Fifteen years ago during a conference held at Città della Scienza (City of Science 
Museum) in Naples, a woman from the audience asked whether a too low level of 
cholesterol was bad. The cardiologist on the stage answered that it was not bad at all, 
it was rather an advantage since, as far as cholesterol is concerned, less is better! 
I responded that it seemed strange to me that a molecule produced by our body was 
treated as an enemy, an intruder, to be reduced to the smallest amount or even to be 
eliminated, if possible. I remarked that the “bad” cholesterol was useful not only for 
the metabolism but also to produce the so-called steroid hormones, to give stability 
to biological membranes and perhaps many other functions that were still unknown 
to us. 
In the next pages, Christian Pristipino comments the new guidelines from the 
American Heart Association that demolish the centrality of cholesterol whose level 
does not involve anymore an inevitable medication. This is indeed a clamorous 
collapse. The cholesterol god has been crushed into dust: its numbers do not define 
anymore the borderline between health and disease, between those who risk a heart 
attack or a stroke and those who can be considered safe, below the threshold. 
In the same timeframe also other gods have fallen: first of all the calcium 
supplements. 
They have been administered for decades as if they were loaves of bread to middle-
age men and women (especially to women) to prevent or treat osteoporosis. Now it is 
clear that not only they are ineffective for the health of our bones but they are most 
likely harmful for the heart. A meta-analysis from 20101 came to this conclusion which 
was then reconfirmed by another meta-analysis in 20132. Other studies show negative 
effects only for men but not for women. Even if we are missing a definitive conclusion 
–  and considering the poor benefits – it is advisable that physicians discourage the 
intake of calcium supplements as the New England Journal of Medicine wrote3. 
The last fall regards the classification of hypertension described at pages 6-7 by Anna 
Giulia Bottaccioli. The new guidelines do not only demolish the blood pressure 
borderline of 140 mm Hg for people aged over 60, they also get rid of the deceitful 
category labeled as “pre-hypertension”, namely being more or less close to the 140 
threshold, which was used as a way to sell antihypertensive drugs in abundance. 
Are all of these good news? Unfortunately the sky is not as clear from clouds as it 
might seem. Let us consider the cholesterol issue. The new guidelines indicate the 
administration of anti-cholesterol drugs or better to say statins (as only statins are 
recommended) not anymore according to the total level of cholesterol or LDL 
cholesterol, but rather according to the calculation of a risk that a person runs to 
develop an atherosclerotic heart disease or a stroke within 10 years. This calculation is 
done on the basis of a “risk-calculator”. Let us make some examples taken from what 
is considered a very reliable source: the New England Journal of Medicine4. 
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According to the calculator, a non-smoker 62 year-old man presenting a total 
cholesterol of 140 mg/dl, a HDL (the so-called good cholesterol) of 35 mg, not 
suffering of high-blood pressure nor diabetes, has a high risk percentage depending 
on his age and the low level of HDL and therefore, hear this, he should be treated with 
a statins therapy at high intensity. Frankly it is a paradox: lowering an already low 
level of cholesterol?  
Again, there is the example of a non-smoker 70 year-old woman, her total cholesterol 
is 170, a good level of HDL (50), no high-blood pressure nor diabetes. This woman 
should be treated at the highest level because she is more than 70 years old! 
There are also examples for middle-aged people. The conclusion is that according to 
these criteria, 45 millions middle-aged or elderly Americans who do not present an 
ongoing atherosclerotic heart disease should be administered statins5. 
What a slaughter for the health and the wallets of the citizens! And what a boon for 
Big Pharma! 
 
 

 

 

 


