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You can reduce your risk of heart disease.
When a seemingly healthy person suffers a heart attack or is diagnosed with heart disease – it’s tempting to assume that it’s just fate or in our genes, and that there little we can do to change the chance of becoming a victim ourselves. Not so! There is a lot you can do that will dramatically reduce your chance of having a heart attack. This article looks at the risk factors for heart disease and what you can do to decrease your risk.

A review of research in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition shows that in almost every new case of heart disease there are nine major risk factors, and these account for 90% of the risk of having a heart attack. Most of these can be modified by diet, the rest by lifestyle.

By altering all 9 risk factors your risk of heart disease can be minimal.

The risk factors are:

· Smoking

· High blood pressure

· Type 2 Diabetes, insulin resistance

· Central Obesity - high waist to hip ratio

· Dietary patterns – types and amount of food and alcohol

· Inadequate intake of Omega-3

· Dyslipidemia - high or imbalanced cholesterol, high triglycerides

· Inadequate physical activity

· Psychosocial factors

Below is a checklist so you can see if you are at risk, and then we give you 15 tips to reduce your risk.

How do you know if you are at risk?
Here are measurements that you and your doctor can check for some of the risk factors for heart disease.

· Waist measurement and waist to hip ratio - your risk is increased if your waist is greater than half your height. Your waist to hip ratio should not be greater than 80 for a woman or 90 for a man. 

· Your weight: Check your BMI - if you are an average build it should not be greater than 25. BMI = Weight in kilos divided by your height in metres squared.

· Cholesterol - low HDL (good cholesterol), high LDL (bad cholesterol) and high triglycerides (blood fats), are risk factors. When you get cholesterol results, look at the individual measurements not the total cholesterol.

· High C-reactive protein – this is a marker of inflammation

· High blood pressure, higher than 130 / 90. (Ideal is 120 / 80 or less)

· High homocysteine levels (an inflammatory protein in the blood).

· High fasting insulin & fasting glucose – these are primary markers for insulin resistance and diabetes.

15 tips to reduce your risk of heart disease:

1. Do not overeat. 
The act of digesting food causes oxidative stress. Every time you overeat you dramatically increase the amount of oxidative stress that causes damage to your body and blood vessels. 

Overeating also leads to central obesity (too big round the waist) and being overweight. Central obesity is a recognised risk factor for heart disease. It is also closely linked with another major risk - insulin resistance. When you become insulin resistant you get persistently high blood sugar levels. Persistently high blood sugar has toxic effects on the endothelium, the blood vessel lining. Sugar molecules can also bond to protein molecules in the blood and form very damaging particles that cause inflammation of the endothelium. 

Obesity and high insulin levels both cause an increase in inflammatory hormones. These hormones cause inflammation of blood vessel lining and contribute to the build up of fatty plaques and to heart disease.

Eat low calorie, nutrient high, balanced meals – this is called caloric restriction - reducing calories while with maintaining a high nutrient diet. Include adequate low fat protein foods, lots of colourful vegetables, moderate amounts of fruit, whole grains and legumes, and a small amount of good fat like nuts or olive oil. Note; it’s not just reducing calories that makes the difference – it’s also the broad range of high nutrient foods that contribute to decreasing your disease risk. A low calorie diet lacking in nutrients does not have the same health benefits.

People who follow a calorie restricted diet tend to have extremely good cholesterol levels, low blood pressure, low body fat, ideal blood sugar and insulin levels, and very low measures of inflammation. People over 50 who have followed this diet for over 6 years show no evidence of fatty deposits in the arteries. 

Keep to a diet that keeps your waist measurement at half your height or less. The larger your waist - the higher your risk of heart disease.

2. Take adequate Omega-3 for cardio-protection

Omega-3 is highly protective. In the Lyon diet heart study, those on the high omega-3 diet had 73% less heart attacks than those on a high carb/low fat diet. Omega-3 has a potent anti-inflammatory effect and decreases the stickiness of the blood. It also reduces triglyceride (blood fat) levels and increases insulin sensitivity. When taken with a reduced calorie diet it increases fat loss over a reduced calorie diet alone.

You can get Omega- 3 either from oily fish or from a fish oil supplement. To protect your heart take 1 gram per day of EPA+DHA (the active ingredient in Omega-3). This amount is found in 2 x OmegaRx capsules. Omega 3 should be taken with meals for maximum benefit. You can also get the same amount by eating fish. NZ farmed salmon has 2.7g of EPA+DHA per 100grams. So just 35 grams of fresh salmon a day would give you 1 gram of Omega-3. Albacore tuna (not other types of tuna) has 700mg EPA+DHA per 100grams, so 130grams per day would provide this amount. Note: If you have mental health problems or inflammatory diseases you may need 2-5 times this amount. 

When taking Omega-3 adequate antioxidant vitamins E and C are needed to protect it from oxidation.

3. Cut out refined carbohydrates and sugar of all types 
Think white: white flour, white rice, pasta, bread, biscuits, cakes, muffins etc. - & cut them. All these carbohydrates (starches) are rapidly converted to glucose when digested and increase blood glucose and insulin levels, as well they have little nutritional value or fibre. High blood sugar caused by eating a meal high in refined carbohydrates causes immediate oxidative stress and inflammation. 

4. Do not eat a very high carbohydrate diet, but do eat quality carbs.

Constantly eating excess carbohydrates causes your liver to make more triglycerides (fats in the blood stream), it increases the amount of LDL (bad) cholesterol that causes fatty deposits in blood vessels and decreases HDL (good) cholesterol. All these increase your risk for heart disease. 

Eat starchy carbohydrates that are nutrient and fibre rich, but only in moderation, this includes: legumes, whole grains, starchy vegetables, and fruit. A good rule for starches is to eat no more than ½ cup portion for females and ¾ - 1 cup portion for males per meal. Replace starchy carbohydrates with lots of fibrous, above ground, leafy, coloured and cruciferous vegetables.

5. Reduce or remove unhealthy fats: 

Do not eat trans fats, a diet with a lot of these fats almost doubles your risk of heart disease. They are found in fast food, crackers, commercial margarines and anything deep fried. These fats reduce good cholesterol, increase bad cholesterol and triglycerides, and increase the risk of type 2 diabetes.

(Look for trans fat levels on margarine and peanut butter containers before you purchase)

Eat as little as possible saturated fat (solid at room temperature) such as meat fat, dairy fat, coconut and palm oils. Saturated fats increase LDL (bad) cholesterol.

Eat minimal foods high in arachidonic acid such as egg yolks, fatty red meat and organ meat. These are the building blocks of inflammatory hormones.

Reduce consumption of Omega 6 oil; soybean, safflower, sunflower, corn and other vegetable oils. A diet high omega 6 combined with low Omega 3 increases inflammation.

6. Do eat good fats especially nuts and olive oil (but don’t overdo it):

Nuts – a small handful each day. Eating nuts 5 or more days per week has been shown to reduce the risk of heart disease by 30 – 50 %. Nuts are high in monounsaturated fat, antioxidants, vitamin E, fibre, phytosterols, magnesium and folic acid, all of which are great for your heart. 

Use monounsaturated fat, especially olive oil, these oils help raise HDL (good) cholesterol and lower LDL (bad) cholesterol.

7. Eat top protein foods regularly, have a portion of protein at each meal:

Eat fish, tofu and soy products, and protein rich in arginine such as turkey.

Soy protein lowers cholesterol, fish contains omega 3 and arginine improves blood vessels.

Eat a small palm sized portion of low fat protein (fish, tofu, poultry, lean red meat, low fat dairy or a protein shake) at each meal – this will stop hunger pangs and helps control your blood sugar level. 

8. Eat lots of highly coloured fruit and vegetables – rich in antioxidants and polyphenols.

Include a lot of fruit and vegetables to reduce oxidative stress and inflammation in your body. A diet high in fruit and vegetable antioxidants and phytochemicals reduces your risk of heart disease and protects your body against oxidative stress. In fact the more you eat the less your risk. Vegetables and fruit are also low in sodium and high in potassium which helps to reduce blood pressure, and fibre which lowers cholesterol.

Best types include colourful fibrous and leafy low density vegetables (think above ground types), onions and garlic, cruciferous vegetables like broccoli and highly coloured berries such as blueberries. Aim for 600 grams or 8 – 10 serves per day.

9. Eat soluble fibre.

Oat fibre and psyllium fibre (found in Metamucil) reduce LDL cholesterol. You can use oat bran to make porridge or take Metamucil or psyllium fibre daily. Note – wheat bran is not a soluble fibre and has no effect on cholesterol.

10. Keep your blood pressure down: decrease salt and increase potassium

All the above tips should reduce your blood pressure. However an imbalance of low potassium and high sodium also contributes to high blood pressure and heart disease. Keep pre-made foods and restaurant meals, which are high is salt, to a minimum and don’t add salt or soy sauce to your food. A good alternative salt is “Lo Salt” which is high in potassium.  Eating lots of fruit and vegetables, which are also rich in potassium will help address this imbalance.

11. Reduce high homocyscteine levels 

Homocysteine is an inflammatory protein linked with an increased risk of heart disease. If it is high (check with a blood test), you can bring it down with vitamins B6, B12 and folic acid. Also reduce the amount of red meat you eat, as red meat contributes to high homocysteine.

12. Moderate alcohol consumption – excess drink is bad for you. 

Wine is the best drink: 1 small glass per day for women and 1 – 2 small glasses per day for men is cardio-protective, preferably red, as it has polyphenols. Alcohol increases good (HDL) cholesterol. Wine is best drunk with a meal for maximum effect.

13. Do not smoke

A smokers' risk of developing heart disease is 2–4 times that of non-smokers (that means a smoker is 200 – 400% more likely to develop heart disease!).
14. Exercise for a minimum of ½ hour daily
The more vigorous the activity – the greater the benefit.  It increases insulin sensitivity, which means you control your blood sugar better, and it increases HDL cholesterol.

15. Reduce stress and get enough sleep.

Stress and lack of sleep contribute to elevated stress hormones, central obesity and type 2 diabetes.

References

1. O’Keefe J H, Gheewala M, O’Keefe J O. (2008)

Dietary strategies for Improving post-prandial Glucose, Lipids, Inflammation and Cardiovascular Health.

Journal of the American College of Cardiology; Vol 51, No 3, Jan 2008: 249-55

2. De Caterina R, Zampolli A, Del Turco S, Rosalinda M, Massaro M. (2006)

Nutritional mechanisms that influence cardiovascular disease.

Am J Clin Nutr 2006; 83(suppl): 421-6S

3. Reddy S, Katan M. (2004)

Diet, Nutrition and the prevention of hypertension and cardiovascular diseases

Public Health Nutrition: 7(1A), 167-186

