February 18, 2009

CELEBRATE  FEBRUARY AS AMERICAN HEART MONTH

As the headline in the Daily Jeffersonian recently stated, heart disease was the leading cause of death in Guernsey County in 2008.  Cardiovascular diseases, including stroke, are also our nation’s No. 1 killer.  To urge Americans to join the battle against these diseases, since 1963 Congress has required the President to proclaim February “American Heart Month.”  This February- let’s celebrate love with a healthy heart!

There are two types of risk factors for heart disease – those that are beyond our control and those that can be changed.  Those that can’t be changed are a family history of early heart disease and age.  For women, heart disease risk increases at age 55; for men, the age is 45.

The risk factors we can control are smoking, high blood pressure, high blood cholesterol, overweight/obesity, physical inactivity, and diabetes.  While having even one risk factor is dangerous, having multiple risk factors is especially serious, because risk factors tend to “gang up” and worsen each others effects.

A healthy diet and lifestyle are the best weapons we have to fight cardiovascular disease.  Remember, it is the overall pattern of the choices that we make that counts.  Making better lifestyle habits part of our lives can have long-term benefits to our health and our heart.
You are what you eat.  We’ve all heard that before.  Better food habits can help us reduce our risk for a heart attack.  A healthful eating plan means choosing the right foods to eat and preparing foods in a health way.  Regular physical activity also can help us maintain our weight, keep weight off that we lose and help us reach physical and cardiovascular fitness.  Swimming, cycling, jogging, skiing, dancing, walking, and dozens of other activities can help our heart.  Whether it is included in a structured exercise program or just part of our daily routine, all physical activity adds up to a healthier heart.

We may be getting plenty of food, but our body may not be getting the nutrients it needs to be healthy.  Nutrient-rich foods have vitamins, minerals, fiber, and other nutrients but are lower in calories.  To get the nutrients we need, it is important for us to choose foods like vegetables, fruits, whole-grain products, and fat-free or low-fat dairy products most often.  It is also important to limit foods and beverages that are high in calories but low in nutrients, and limit how much saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, and sodium we eat.  Alcohol should also only be consumed in moderation.  That means one drink per day if you are a woman, and two drinks per day if you are a man.
Giving up tobacco products is also one of the most powerful things a person can do to protect their cardiac health.  Cigarette smoking is the most preventable cause of premature death in the United States.  It accounts for nearly 440,000 deaths each year of which more than 135,000 are due to smoking related cardiovascular diseases.  Cigarette smokers are 2-3 times more likely to die from coronary heart disease than non-smokers.

There are also some things we can do to reduce our risk of heart disease with our Doctor’s help.  Having regular check-ups with our doctor can help pinpoint major risk factors we may have.  A simple blood test can show our blood cholesterol level.  If it is too high, dietary changes, exercise, weight loss, and/or drug therapy can bring it down to a safer level.  It is also important to keep tabs on our blood pressure readings.  The American Heart Association recommends that even if it is less than 120/80mm Hg. to have it checked at least every two years.  AHA recommends that if it is 120/80 or above, to have it checked more often, according to the doctor’s recommendations.  Your doctor can also detect diabetes or a pre-diabetic condition and prescribe a program to minimize the risk.

Although heart disease is often associated with men, it is the leading cause of death for American women.  The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, part of the National Institutes of Health at the Department of Health and Human Services and other national organizations, have launched a national campaign called “The Heart Truth” to educate women about heart disease and to encourage them to make their health a priority.  The symbol of “The Heart Truth” campaign is a red dress which reminds women to talk to their doctors about heart disease and to make health choices.  In addition, the American Heart Association has launched the “Go Red for Women” Campaign to reach more women across the country.  By continuing to raise awareness about this deadly disease, we can help all of us to lead healthier, longer lives.
The Cambridge-Guernsey County Health Department is offering FREE blood pressure screenings on Monday, February 23 from 8:00 AM until 3:00 PM.  
