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Fibroids are growths that occur within the muscle
wall or from the outer surface of the uterus. They
tend to develop during one’s reproductive years and
are usually non-cancerous.
The exact cause of fıbroids is unknown, although

it is thought that genetics and excess oestrogen
may cause their formation. Obstetrician and
gynaecologist Geraldine Tan explains more about
the condition.

Q Howdo you know if you have fıbroids and
what are the symptoms?

Fibroids can be asymptomatic but may cause
symptoms depending on their size and location.
Youmay not know if you have fıbroids unless you
go for a pelvic ultrasound scan.
Those within the muscle wall near the uterine

cavity can cause heavy and occasionally painful
periods. Large fıbroids in the back of the womb
may cause pressure symptoms like lower backache,
constipation and/or pain during intercourse. Large
ones in the front of the uterus may put pressure on
the bladder, resulting inmore frequent urination.
Fibroids that grow upwards from the top of

the uterus, if big, may present as a bulge in the
lower abdomen.

Q Howdo youmanage fıbroids that cause
heavy period flow?

There are non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
which reduce the production of prostaglandin,
which is linked to heavy periods. Another is
tranexamic acid which works to stop the bleeding
from small blood vessels in the womb lining.
Other non-oral methods include: 1) Mirena, a

small T-shaped device placed in the uterus that
releases levonorgestrel, a hormone that thins out
the uterine lining and reduces bleeding, and 2)
progestogen injections, which thin the uterine lining.

If medical treatment does not work, consider
endometrial ablation, which involves heating
the uterine lining to reduce bleeding. Another is
hysteroscopic resection, which involves inserting
an instrument into the womb to remove fıbroids
located within the uterine cavity.

QWhat are the options to relieve pressure
from large fıbroids?

Themainstay of treatment is surgery. Medical
treatment is only temporary.
An injectable hormone known as gonadotropin

releasing hormone analogue stops the ovaries
releasing oestrogen and causes fıbroids to shrink.
However, the injections induce a state of menopause
and are usually used pre-surgery to shrink the fıbroids
so that a smaller surgical incision can bemade.
Myomectomy, a procedure to remove fıbroids, can

be done by keyhole surgery for smaller fıbroids or
open surgery, usually for larger andmultiple fıbroids.
This method preserves the uterus and is advised for
younger womenwho still want to have children. The
downside is that fıbroids may recur.
For womenwho do not want more children,

they can opt for hysterectomy or the removal of
the whole uterus.
A non-surgical method called uterine arterial

embolisation is an option for those who do not want
to conceive. This involves passing a catheter into the
artery that supplies blood into the womb to block it
off and prevent further growth of fıbroids.

Fibroids that cause pain can be removed by surgical methods.
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WHAT IS TOO LOUD?

Sound is often measured on a scale
of decibels, or dB, in which near to-
tal silence is 0dB and a firecracker
exploding within a metre of the
listener is about 140dB.

A professional device called a
sound level meter was used to
record the decibel levels of com-
mon sounds and environments.

Compared with a quiet room, a
passing freight train peaks at about
four times as many decibels. But
the difference in how loud the train
sounds to the ear is much more
dramatic: The train sounds more
than 500 times as noisy.

That is because the decibel scale
is logarithmic, not linear. With every
10dB increase, the sense of loudness
to the ear generally doubles. And
that means regular exposure to even
a few more decibels of noise above
moderate levels can set off reactions
that are harmful to health.

According to the World Health
Organisation, average road traffic
noise above 53dB or average
aircraft noise exposure above
about 45dB are associated with
adverse health effects.

Nearly a third of the US popula-
tion lives in areas exposed to noise
levels of at least 45dB, according to
an analysis based on models of road,
rail and aircraft noise in 2020 from
the Department of Transportation.

Mounting research suggests that
the relationship between noise and
disease is eerily consistent. 

A study following more than four
million people for more than a
decade, for example, found that,
starting at just 35dB, the risk of
dying from cardiovascular disease
increased by 2.9 per cent for every
10dB increase in exposure to traffic
noise.

Scientists believe that pro-
nounced fluctuations in noise
levels might compound the effects
on the body. They suspect jarring
sounds that break through the am-
bience – recurring jet engines, a
pulsating leaf blower, or the brassy
whistle of trains – are more detri-
mental to health than the contin-

UNITED STATES – On a spring
afternoon in Bankers Hill, San
Diego, the soundscape is serene:
Sea breeze rustles through the
trees and neighbours chat pleas-
antly across driveways.

Except for about every three
minutes, when a jet blazes over-
head with an ear-piercing roar.

A growing body of research
shows that this kind of chronic
noise – which rattles the neigh-
bourhood over 280 times a day,
more than 105,000 times each year
– is not just annoying. It is also a
largely unrecognised health threat
that is increasing the risk of high
blood pressure, stroke and heart
attacks worldwide, including for
more than 100 million Americans.

People have been told to limit the
volume on their headphones to
protect their hearing. But it is the
relentless din of daily life in some
places that can have lasting effects
throughout the body.

Anyone who lives in a noisy area,
like neighbourhoods near an ex-
pressway, may feel they have
adapted to the cacophony. But data
shows the opposite: prior noise ex-
posure primes the body to overreact,
amplifying the negative effects.

Even people who live in rela-
tively peaceful rural and suburban
communities can be at risk. The
sudden blare of trains that run pe-
riodically through D’Lo, Mississip-
pi, can be especially jarring to the
body because there is little ambi-
ent noise to drown out the jolt.

The New York Times went to
neighbourhoods in rural Missis-
sippi, New York City and suburban
California and New Jersey to mea-
sure noise exposure and ask resi-
dents about the commotion. 

More than 30 scientists were
consulted and thousands of pages
of research and policies were
reviewed to examine the patholo-
gy and epidemiology of noise.

EFFECTS ON THE BODY

A siren shrills. A dog barks. En-
gines thrum. Jackhammers clack.

Unpleasant noise enters your
body through your ears, but it is
relayed to the stress detection
centre in your brain.

This area, called the amygdala,
sets off a cascade of reactions in
your body. If the amygdala is
chronically overactivated by noise,
the reactions begin to produce
harmful effects.

The endocrine system can over-
react, causing too much cortisol,
adrenaline and other chemicals to
course through the body.

The sympathetic nervous system
can also become hyperactivated,
quickening the heart rate, raising
blood pressure and triggering the
production of inflammatory cells.
Over time, these changes can lead
to inflammation, high blood pres-
sure and plaque build-up in arter-
ies, increasing the risk of heart dis-
ease, heart attacks and stroke.

When researchers analysed the
brain scans and health records of
hundreds of people at Massachu-
setts General Hospital, they made
a stunning discovery. 

Those who lived in areas with
high levels of transportation noise
were more likely to have highly
activated amygdalae, arterial in-
flammation and – within five years
– major cardiac events.

The associations remained even
after researchers adjusted for other
environmental and behavioural
factors that could contribute to
poor cardiac health, like air pollu-
tion, socio-economic factors and
smoking.

In fact, noise may trigger imme-
diate heart attacks: Higher levels of
aircraft noise exposure in the two
hours preceding night-time deaths
have been tied to heart-related
mortality.

uous whirring of a busy roadway,
even if the average decibel levels
are comparable.

Swiss researchers measured and
compared transportation noise
along a highway with a railroad
track over the course of a night. 

They found that the highway and
the railroad had the same average
decibel level over the eight-hour
night. But while the hum of the
highway remained relatively
steady throughout the night, the
periodic passing of trains caused
far more dramatic variation, a
sound quality linked to harm.

In a subsequent Swiss study,
higher degrees of night-time
“noise intermittency” – or the
extent to which sound events were
distinguishable from the back-
ground levels – were associated
with heart disease, heart attacks,
heart failure and strokes.

WHAT CAN BE DONE?

Fifty years ago, under the Noise
Control Act of 1972, the newly
formed Environmental Protection
Agency was a trailblazer in recog-
nising the danger of noise. It edu-
cated the public, established safety
limits, published analyses on
various culprits and recommended
actions to mitigate harm.

But its office of noise abatement
was defunded by the Ronald
Reagan administration, rendering
policies unenforceable and regula-
tory criteria obsolete. The Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Adminis-
tration’s eight-hour workplace
noise limit is still 90dB.

Protection against noise would
be economically advantageous.
Economists who analysed health-
care spending and productivity
loss because of heart disease and
high blood pressure have argued
that a 5dB reduction in US noise
could result in an annual benefit of
US$3.9 billion (S$5.3 billion).

But unlike most other contri-
butors to heart disease, noise can-
not be addressed fully between a
patient and a doctor. Protection
requires changes in local, state and
federal policy. NYTIMES

How chronic noise could take
years off your life Studies show it increases the

risk of high blood pressure,
stroke and heart attacks 

An Airbus A380 aircraft, the world's largest passenger plane, at Washington
Dulles International Airport in Dulles, Virginia, in a 2007 photo. According to 
the World Health Organisation, average aircraft noise exposure above about
45dB is associated with adverse health effects. PHOTO: REUTERS
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