
This is the first comprehensive asthma data report published in Virginia. It highlights the burden
asthma has placed on Virginia and its residents and documents the fact that asthma is a major pub-
lic health problem of increasing concern. We believe that this report will be a useful tool to dis-
seminate relevant data, inform key stakeholders about asthma in Virginia and identify areas in
need of program development and policy change.

According to the 2004 data used in this report, 7.3 percent of Virginia adults, or 412,370 people,
and 9 percent, or 152,277 Virginia children have asthma. 

While asthma death rates in Virginia are leveling off and hospitalization rates are declining, the
impact of asthma on our health, quality of life and economy remains critical. The total charges for
asthma hospitalizations in Virginia in 2004 were $96 million, 58 percent more than in 1999.  

The burden of asthma is disproportionately distributed across our population and geographic
regions. Among Virginia's 35 health districts, 22 had asthma prevalence rates above the state rate
for adults. Females, children, the poor and minority populations are affected more by asthma than
other segments of our society. Of the 680 asthma deaths in Virginia from 1999 to 2004, the mor-
tality rates among African Americans were three times higher than those for whites. 

In 2001, the Virginia Department of Health (VDH) was awarded funding by the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention to establish the Asthma Control Project and focus on asthma from
a public health perspective. VDH partners with the Virginia Asthma Coalition, which comprises
numerous public and private health care, voluntary and educational organizations and interested
individuals who exchange ideas and collectively work to reduce the burden of asthma in Virginia.
Seven local asthma coalitions also work in a variety of community settings to improve asthma
awareness, treatment and self-management.

I invite you to visit our Web site to learn more about our efforts to combat asthma. Go to
www.vdh.virginia.gov and find "asthma" in the A-Z Index.

Robert B. Stroube, M.D., M.P.H, Commissioner
Virginia Department of Health
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For more information about the Virginia Asthma Control Project 
visit our Web site at www.vahealth.org/cdpc/asthma.

Current Asthma Among Adults, by Health District, Virginia, 2004
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Asthma is a chronic inflammatory disease
of the airways characterized by repeated
and distressing episodes of wheezing, short-
ness of breath, chest tightness and coughing.
It can be difficult to diagnose and differenti-
ate from other respiratory illnesses. The
cause of asthma is unknown, as is a cure. 

From a public health standpoint, asthma is
a problem of increasing concern in
Virginia. Estimates from the Behavioral
Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS)
indicate that in 2004, approximately 7.3
percent of the state's adult population, or
412,370 Virginians, had asthma. Twenty-
two of the state's 35 health districts had
adult prevalence rates greater than the
state's rate for adults. Current asthma
prevalence rates were higher among
adults who are multiracial, obese, less
educated and of low income.

The 2004 BRFSS survey also revealed
that 9.0 percent of the children in Virginia,
or 152,277, had asthma. In the United
States from 1980 to 1996, asthma among

children increased by an average of 4.3
percent per year and today accounts for 14
million school days lost each year. 

Hospitalization rates for asthma declined
in Virginia from 15.9 per 10,000 popula-
tion in 1999 to 12.9 in 2004. Children
younger than 5 years of age had the high-
est hospitalization rate of 36.6 per 10,000
population, followed by those 65 years
and older with a rate of 23.5. The hospital-

ization rate among blacks was 24.1 per
10,000 population, more than two times
higher than the 9.5 rate for whites.
Richmond's asthma hospitalization rate of
33.4 per 10,000 population was the high-
est of any locality in Virginia in 2004. The
average charge for hospitalization for
asthma in Virginia in 2004 was $10,211,
with an average length of stay of 3.6 days. 

Although the state's death rate from asth-
ma declined from 20.1 per million popula-
tion in 1999 to 12.5 in 2004, there is still
opportunity for improvement. Asthma
morbidity and mortality in U.S. are due
mostly to less than optimal medical man-
agement, poor patient compliance with
medical recommendations or lack of
access to health care. Hospitalization for
asthma is generally preventable if patients
receive appropriate treatment, reduce
exposure to environmental triggers and
adopt other asthma self-management
practices. The medical management of
asthma can be complex and often requires

patients to follow complicated treatment
regimens and make difficult behavioral
changes. However, good medication man-
agement and patient self-management
usually result in improved quality of life. 

While asthma hospitalization rates and
mortality rates decreased from 1999 to
2004, they did not meet the Healthy People
2010 targets for any age group. Data show
that asthma's prevalence, hospitalization

and mortality are concentrated in identifi-
able population groups and in specific
localities. Knowing this gives program
planners, health care providers and policy
makers the opportunity to improve the
overall asthma picture in Virginia.

The Virginia Asthma Control Plan’s
(VACP) primary indicator of success is 
for Virginia to experience a reduction in
asthma-caused hospitalization rates from

a baseline of 12.5 per 10,000 in 2002 to
11.3 per 10,000 in 2009. A reduction will
be realized by supporting relevant pro-
grams and policies consistent with:

• Needs identified through asthma 
surveillance data;

• Strategies presented in the Virginia
Asthma Control Plan;

• Recognized evidence-based 
interventions.

Overview Of Asthma In Virginia

VDH has been proactive in aligning out-of-home care for
children with asthma with an asthma action plan, which
physicians use to prescribe care and treatment. VDH
facilitated a work group that developed the template for
the care plan and school guidelines that provide stu-
dents, staff and parents with a basic understanding of
proper asthma management techniques. The documents
have been adopted statewide in both public and private
schools. VDH teaches school personnel and the state's
12,000 child care providers how to administer medica-

tions as part of a state-mandated medication adminis-
tration training program. In 2006, VDH funded the
Peninsula Health District to provide case management to
children with asthma. Currently, staff is working with 34
families in Newport News, Williamsburg and James City
County to ensure that children have adequate supplies
of medication both at home and at school and have a
care plan from a physician. They also teach parents and
children how to take their medications and recognize
and solve asthma problems as they arise. 
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