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Background

A number of epidemiological studies have suggested that the incidence of late onset myasthenia gravis (LOMG) is rising. Whether this is due to rising awareness and diagnosis of the condition in this age group or actual change in its demographics is not known.
Methods
Our population based study of myasthenia gravis in Northern Ireland provided 20 years of data from 1990-2008. Dividing the cohort into age of onset below and above 50 years; we studied changing incidence (IR) and prevalence (PR) over time as well as subgroup characteristics in an attempt to elucidate potential contributing factors to the changes in frequency observed.
Results
LOMG IR increased 10-fold from 1990 (4.8 per million person-years) to 2008 (40.1 per million person-years), while there was no change in EOMG IR (2.1-3.2 per million person years). There was a significant reduction in time from first symptoms to diagnosis in LOMG (p=0.0003) but no change in age, sex, clinical or serological characteristics of the subgroup across the time period. However the proportion of patients with LOMG on a statin increased steadily over the 20 years of observation (p=0.016). 
Conclusion

Little is known of potential risk factors for the development of MG. We cannot exclude the possibility that improved ascertainment has resulted in the observed increased frequency of LOMG.  However we feel that ascertainment alone is unlikely to explain a 10-fold increase in this time period.  Environmental factors are likely to play a role.  The relevance of a co-incidental change in drug exposures in this population is not yet clear.  

