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Leg pain while walking or climbing stairs may be a
sign of a serious condition known as peripheral arterial

disease, or PAD.

Most of the 8 million to 12 million Americans who suffer
from PAD are unaware they have the disease. That is a
major problem because untreated PAD can not only make
walking difficult but may increase your risk of heart attack,
stroke, gangrene, leg amputation and even death.

PAD occurs when plaque clogs leg arteries or vessels
and restricts blood flow. Eventually, the restricted flow
causes aching pain, called claudication, while walking
or exercising, according to Arthur J. DeMarsico, D.O.,
vascular surgeon and medical director of Altoona
Regional’s Vascular Institute.
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DeMarsico, Maitra,
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The STEP-BY-STEP process

CryoPlasty therapy, a minimally
invasive technique used to open
clogged vessels, requires only

a small opening in the skin. It is
performed while the patient is
conscious but drowsy and usually
feeling no pain, Dr. DeMarsico said.

STEP 1: Surgeon delivers a very
small balloon through a thin tube
(catheter) into the blood vessel to
the site of the blockage.

STEP 2: The catheter is filled with
nitrous oxide gas, which cools and
expands the balloon. The gas gently
cools the inside of the blood vessel,
which weakens the plaque as it
opens the blockage.

STEP 3: Once the blood vessel is
opened, the balloon is deflated
and removed.

Recognize the
warning signs

The most common
symptom of PAD is pain
in your leg muscles —
not your joints — when
you walk, climb stairs or
exercise, that goes away
when you rest, according
to vascular surgeon
Shuba Maitra, M.D.

Other symptoms include:

B Painful cramping in
legs and hips

B Numbness and tingling
in the lower legs or feet

B Marked decrease in
temperature of lower
leg or foot, particularly
compared to your other
leg or the rest of your

B Sores or wounds on
toes, feet or legs that
heal slowly, poorly or
not at all

B Color changes of
the skin of your feet,
including paleness or
blueness

B Poor nail growth and
decreased hair growth
on toes and legs

B Burning or aching
in feet or toes while
resting

B Leg weakness

If you experience any
kind of recurring leg pain,
speak with your family
doctor and describe the
pain as accurately as
you can.

Identify the
problem

While everyone knows
how important it is to treat
and prevent heart disease,
most are not aware of the
seriousness of PAD,

Dr. Maitra said.

“If your leg arteries are
clogged, it’s quite possible
that other blood vessels
around your heart and
brain may be as well,”

he explained. “People
with PAD are three times
more likely to die of heart
attacks or strokes than
people without PAD.”

Fortunately, PAD can
be easily diagnosed,
and effective treatment
will significantly reduce
or eliminate the risks of
severe complications,
Dr. DeMarsico said.

The ankle-brachial index
(ABI), a painless test in
which blood pressure is
measured in the legs and
arms to determine how
well your blood is flowing,
is the most common test
for PAD. When an ABI
reveals an abnormal ratio
between the two blood
pressures, additional
testing may be required.

Depending on the results
of the ABI, noninvasive
imaging techniques such
as angiography, magnetic
resonance angiography
(MRA) or a CT scan may
be used to determine the
location of the blockage,
Dr. DeMarsico said.

Find the solution

Most PAD cases can be
managed with lifestyle
changes — diet, exercise
and smoking habits — and/
or medication, Dr. Maitra
explained. In some cases,
other treatment may be
necessary to open the artery.

CryoPlasty therapy is just
one minimally invasive
(nonsurgical) treatment
option for PAD available at
Altoona Regional’s Vascular
Institute. (See related article
for a step-by-step look at
CryoPlasty.)

Other minimally invasive

treatments for PAD include:

B Angioplasty: Small
balloon filled with saline
(water and salt) solution
is inserted in artery and
expanded, pressing the
plaque against wall of
vessel to open up the
blockage.

B Stenting: Tiny metal
cylinder, called a stent, is
inserted in artery to push
back the blockage.

B SilverHawk: Surgeon uses
small rotating blade to
shave away and remove
plaque in artery.

At times, patients need a
surgical bypass procedure
which involves taking a vein
from another part of the
body and using it to create
a detour around the blocked
artery. The decision on which
treatment to use depends
on the severity of the plaque
and other factors, like the
location of the blocked
artery, Dr. Maitra said.

A)

ARE YOU AT RISK?

Altoona Regional
Health System

Vascular Institute

To find out more about PAD
treatment options at Altoona
Regional’s Vascular Institute,
call 889.2005.

Those with the highest risk for developing PAD are people who:

B Are older than 50

B Use tobacco

H Are diabetic

Bl Have high blood pressure
B Have high cholesterol

B Are overweight

B Are physically inactive

B Have a family history of PAD or other cardiovascular diseases

The more risk factors that apply to you, the more important it is to talk with your

family doctor, get screened for PAD and reduce your risk for heart attack and stroke.
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