UNDERSTANDING

DISEASE

ne of the leading causes of death in the Caribbean is what doctors refer to as Coronary Heart Disease (CHD).
Coronary Heart Disease is caused by narrowing of the coronary arteries, which are the blood vessels that supply
the heart with nutrients and oxygen. When the coronary arteries become narrowed or clogged by cholesterol
and fat deposits and cannot supply enough blood to the heart, the disease results. If not enough oxygen-carrying blood
reaches the heart, you may experience chest pain, which the doctors call angina. If the walls of coronary artery get so thick
and blocked that the blood supply to a portion of the heart is completely cut off, the result is a heart attack. This month,

Nyam News presents some information to help you gain an understanding of the risk factors in CHD.

WHAT DOES CHOLESTEROL HAVE TO DO WITH HEART DISEASE?

Many international studies have shown that a high level of cholesterol in the blood increases the risk of developing
CHD. Cholesterol is a waxy, fat-like substance that occurs naturally in cells everywhere in the body. Your body uses
cholesterol to make cell membranes, hormones, vitamin D, and bile acids which are needed for the digestion of fats. Only
a small amount of cholesterol is needed by the body. In fact, your body can make all the cholesterol it needs, and it is not
necessary to get additional amounts from the diet.

Cholesterol circulates in the blood attached to proteins called lipoproteins. The most important ones are Low Density
Lipoproteins (LDL) and High Density Lipoproteins (HDL). The LDL carries most of the cholesterol in the blood and this
LDL cholesterol is commonly referred to as "bad cholesterol". When the level is too high in the blood, the excess is
deposited on the walls of the arteries. This can contribute to the narrowing or blockage of the coronary arteries, leading
to the development of heart disease. HDL cholesterol, on the other hand, is known as the "good cholesterol" because the
HDL moves cholesterol from all parts of the body back to the liver, where it is broken down and removed eventually from
the body.
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Research shows that lowering the total and LDL ("bad") cholesterol levels significantly reduces CHD. Other
studies have shown that cholesterol lowering in people without heart disease greatly reduces their risk for
developing CHD, including heart attacks and CHD-related death. This is true for those with high cholesterol levels

and for those with average cholesterol levels.

WHAT MAKES YOUR CHOLESTEROL HIGH OR LOW?
Your blood cholesterol level is affected not only by what you eat but also by how quickly your body makes LDL
("bad") cholesterol and disposes of it. Many factors help determine whether your LDL-cholesterol level is high or

low. Some of these you can't control but there are some that you can prevent or control.

Some Factors You Can't Control

The three factors you can't control are heredity (genes), age and sex. Your genes influence how high your LDL
('bad") cholesterol is by affecting how fast it is made or renewed from the blood. With age, levels tend to increase.

After menopause, women tend to have higher total cholesterol levels than men of the same age.
Some Things You Can Control

The factors you can control are the ones to which you should give special attention.
What You Eat

Saturated fat, a type of fat found mostly in foods that come from animals; and cholesterol, which comes only
from animal products are the main nutrients in the foods that make LDL ("bad") cholesterol levels go up. Saturated
fat raises LDL-cholesterol level more than anything else in the diet. Eating too much saturated fat and cholesterol
may be the main reason for high levels of cholesterol and high rates of heart attacks in the Caribbean. Reducing the

amount of saturated fat and cholesterol you eat is a very important step in reducing your blood cholesterol levels.
Your Weight

Excess weight tends to increase LDL ("bad") cholesterol level. If you are overweight and have a high LDL-
cholesterol level, losing weight is one of the first steps you should take to reduce your chances of having heart

disease. Weight loss also helps to lower triglycerides and raise HDL ("good") cholesterol levels.
Levels of Physical Activity/Exercise

Regular physical activity may lower LDL ("bad") cholesterol and raise HDL ("good") cholesterol levels.
Walking, swimming, riding a bicycle for at least 30 minutes a day will help keep you in shape and will keep your

heart muscles strong and healthy.
Alcohol Intake

Alcohol intake increases HDL ("good") cholesterol but does not lower LDL ("bad") cholesterol. Doctors don't
know for certain whether alcohol also reduces the risk of heart disease. Drinking too much alcohol can damage the
liver and heart muscle, lead to high blood pressure, and raise triglycerides. Because of the risks, alcoholic beverages

should not be used as a wav to orevent heart disease.
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Stress Levels

Stress over the long term has been shown in several studies to raise blood cholesterol levels. One way that stress may
do this is by affecting youf eating and exercise habits. For example, when some people are under stress, they console
themselves by eating fatty foods. The saturated fat and cholesterol in these foods contribute to higher levels of blood
cholesterol. Excessive worry, anxiety or stress over long periods of time may be harmful so it is good for people to learn

to relax when work is over and not to drive themselves to extremes in their lifestyles.

OTHER RISK FACTORS FOR CHD

In addition to high cholesterol, there are other factors that can increase your chances of developing heart disease. The

more risk factors that you have, the greater the risk of developing the disease.

The factors for CHD that you cannot control are age and family history. As you get older your risk increases. A family
history of early heart disease also increases risk. If your parents or grandparents lived a long time free of heart disease there's a

good chance you will too. Fortunately, the other risk factors are ones that can be prevented or controlled. What are these?
Blood Pressure

High blood pressure is dangerous because it makes the heart work too hard. High blood pressure and heart disease
are closely related. Actually, high blood pressure and overweight often accompany each other. When the weight is brought
done, the blood pressure frequently returns to normal. If you are of normal weight, and your blood pressure is still high,
the doctor can give you some medicine which will help keep the pressure near normal. It is also important to remember
that various studies have shown that those of Afro-Caribbean descent are at higher risks of high blood pressure than other

racial groups. The reason for this is still not fully explained.
Obesity/Overweight

Obesity is a major risk factor because it is associated with many of the other factors that increase risk for CHD. Heart
disease occurs two and one-third times more often in people who are 25% over their normal weight than among people
of the same age whose weight is within healthy age. Overweight or obese persons are more likely to have high blood
pressure, high cholesterol levels and diabetes, all of which increase your chance of developing heart disease. The

distribution of body fat may also affect risk. Excess fat in the abdomen poses the highest risk for CHD.
Physical Activity

Inactivity or a sedentary lifestyle increases risk. Participating in regular physical activity or exercise helps to prevent

obesity, increase HDL "good" cholesterol levels, and may help to prevent the onset of diabetes.
Smoking

From the point of view of coronary heart disease, smoking cigarettes appears to be a major hazard. The risk of heart
disease to smokers is over two times that of non-smokers. Also smoking tends to lower the age at which coronary heart
disease occurs and also tends to neutralize the protective effects that females have at the younger age. It is good advice to

stop smoking if you're interested in protecting yourself against possible heart disease.
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Diabetes

Diabetes, which is one of the most common conditions in the Caribbean, has now been shown to be a big risk factor
for coronary heart disease. Uncontrolled diabetes can greatly increase your risk of coronary heart disease. It is thus
important that you prevent the onset of diabetes and this can be done through healthy living (healthy eating and exercise)
and ensuring that your weight stays within the healthy range for your height. If you already have diabetes then you must
try to keep your blood sugar as close to normal as possible. This can also be achieved through a healthy lifestyle and in
some cases with the addition of medication. The key factor here is that you must ensure that you lead a healthy lifestyle

and that you monitor your blood glucose to ensure that it stays within the normal range.

FINAL NOTE

The key to all this prevention is moderation in your eating and living habits. Your diet needs to be low in fat and
especially saturated fat and cholesterol, your weight should be within the healthy range for your height and you should at
least try and do 30 minutes of physical activity every day. Prevention and control of high blood pressure and diabetes are
also key to prevention. Smoking and excessive alcohol intake should be avoided if you want to protect your heart.

Remember that your doctor can give you advice but prevention of heart disease is strictly up to you!

For further information contact:

Caribbean Food and Nutrition Institute Caribbean Food and Nutrition Institute
UWI Campus, P.O. Box 140, Kingston 7 UWI Campus, St. Augustine
Jamaica, W.I. Trinidad, W.I.

Visit us at our website: http://www.cfni.paho.org



