	
	[image: image1.png]Heart health for life
Reducing the risks for Canadian men,
women and children- yes, children!
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nne Russell, a 48-year-old nurse who works in Saint John, New Brunswick, has congenital heart valve problems as well as many serious risk factors for a heart attack, including, high blood pressure or "hypertension," high cholesterol and type 2 diabetes. 

[image: image3.jpg]



Anne Russell
Russell also has a strong family history of cardiovascular disease (CVD). Her father, a cardiologist, died of a stroke at age 63, her mother had a fatal heart attack at age 58 and both of Russell's maternal grandparents died prematurely because of heart disease. 

Despite all the warning signs, Russell didn't understand how important it was to do something about the fact that she was overweight, smoked cigarettes, regularly fell off the exercise bandwagon and never made any time for herself. Her energy levels were extremely poor and she felt like she had flu most of the time. Then, about a year and a half ago, she developed an extremely irregular heartbeat and ended up being admitted to a cardiac care unit at a Halifax hospital. 

Don't take your heart health for granted! 
Anne Russell's situation may be an extreme example, but the fact that she wasn't taking more active steps to reduce her risk of a heart attack makes her typical of many Canadian men, women and children -- yes, children -- who are at increased risk for premature death because they don't protect their heart health. 

Why? Well, for one thing, many Canadians take for granted that heart disease can be "fixed" with drugs or surgery instead of making a concerted effort to modify lifestyle habits that raise the risk of a heart attack, including smoking, eating poorly, being overweight, physically inactive and feeling overwhelmed by stress. Studies show that women, who tend to multi-task on a daily basis, report feeling even more stressed than men. 

"Collectively, we're not taking prevention seriously enough. I don't think people appreciate the need for healthy lifestyle choices."

Dr. Andreas Wielgosz, head of cardiology at Ottawa General Hospital and spokesperson for the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada. 

Heart disease: Canada's number one killer 
The grim facts speak volumes about the consequences of this laissez-faire attitude. Despite all the public health programs on the need to quit smoking, monitor and treat blood pressure and high blood cholesterol, to watch what we eat and reduce dietary fat, to get out and exercise and to set a good example in this for our children, cardiovascular disease remains the biggest killer of Canadians. In 2001, the latest year for which Statistics Canada has data, heart disease accounted for 33% of all deaths in men and 35% of all deaths in women. What's more, Health Canada has estimated, in a 1998 report, Economic Burden of Illness in Canada, that the cost of cardiovascular disease to our economy is more than $18 billion a year. 
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Is it a heart attack? Know the warning signs
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According to the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada, early intervention in the case of a cardiac emergency can mean the difference between life and death. Every minutes that passes, however, reduces the chances of survival by 7-10%. 

The Heart and Stroke Foundation advises that everyone know the following symptoms of heart attack and be prepared to get to the nearest emergency department immediately. Call 911 or your local emergency number for help or have someone call for you. Keep a list of emergency numbers near the phone at all times. 

The following warning signs may be mild or severe:

Pain 
  sudden discomfort or pain that does not go away with rest 

  pain that may be in the chest, neck, jaw, shoulder, arms or back 

  pain that may feel like burning, squeezing, heaviness, tightness, heaviness or pressure 

  in women, pain may be more vague 

Shortness of breath 
  difficulty breathing 

Nausea 
  indigestion 

Sweating 
  cool, clammy skin

Fear 

  anxiety 

  denial
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"Many of the advances in medical treatment may be giving Canadians the false impression that we have a cure for cardiovascular disease and that it's simply a plumbing problem that can be fixed with surgery," says Dr. Wielgosz, who is also scientific editor of The Growing Burden of Heart Disease and Stroke in Canada 2003, a definitive document on the status of cardiovascular disease in Canada produced by the Heart and Stroke Foundation in collaboration with Health Canada and the Canadian Cardiovascular Society. 

"If you're one of those who think having heart disease is no big deal, consider the fact that there is rarely a cure for cardiovascular disease and that medical and surgical treatment provide, for the most part, just a bit of temporary relief. As the underlying disease progresses, events occur and the ensuing burden accumulates."
Dr. Wielgosz. 

Heart disease increasing in Canada 

The 2003 Annual Report Card on Canadians' Health, conducted by the Heart and Stroke Foundation, reveals that almost two-thirds of Canadians underestimate their risk for heart disease, leaving themselves vulnerable to premature disease and death.

With the "greying" of Canadians, the number of people over the age of 65 years is expected to double. Heart attacks tend to occur more frequently with increasing age, particularly in postmenopausal women.

Most Canadians are at risk for heart disease 
Mortality files from Statistics Canada show that 80% of Canadians between the ages of 20 and 59 years have at least one risk factor for heart disease and that 11% have three or more risk factors. 

"Couch potatoes beget couch potatoes. Even the decreased levels of activity among seniors should not be accepted as a normal consequence of aging," 
Dr. Wielgosz.

Some 22% of Canadians have high blood pressure and almost half of them don't know it. Of those that do know they have hypertension, only 16% have it under control. "Whether poor hypertension control is due to poor treatment or patients not following their physicians' advice we don't yet know," says Dr. Wielgosz. 

Trend data on high blood cholesterol in Canadians is unavailable at present because a physical measures survey hasn't been performed in more than 10 years. However, a single study carried out in Nova Scotia has shown no improvement in lowering high blood lipid levels. Lipids are fat-like substances in the blood, including cholesterol and triglycerides.

Over the past 15 years, obesity rates have risen from 16% to 22% in teenaged boys between the ages of 15 and 19 and almost doubled for teenaged girls in the same age group. What's more, almost two-thirds of girls and one-third of boys in this age group are physically inactive. 

Unhealthy lifestyle habits have led to the increased incidence of Type 2 diabetes in Canadians of all ages, including children less than 10 years of age. Type 2 diabetes is a serious risk factor for heart disease.

Since 1991, the prevalence of smoking has been on the increase among young people 15 to 19 years of age in Canada. The largest group of smokers consists of young men and women 15-39 years of age.
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Our choices impact our health
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"Health Canada recognizes that personal health practices are strongly influenced by the social, economic and physical environment where Canadians live, learn, work and play. Choices we make as individuals and as a society play a role in the onset and progress of many major non-communicable diseases including heart and respiratory diseases, certain cancers and diabetes." 
From: Health Canada Departmental Performance Report, for the period ending March 31, 2003 

Get started on the road to heart health: 
· identify and manage your controllable risk factors 

· eat healthy 

· manage stress 

· get active 

· maintain a healthy weight 

· stop smoking 

· take an active role in helping your 

· family adopt a heart-healthy lifestyle. 
Here is a list of tools and resources that will help you and your family get healthy and stay healthy. 
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Prevention begins in childhood 
"All of this forecasts an increase in the number of hospitalizations and deaths from congestive heart failure and from stroke because we're not doing enough to prevent risk factors, particularly in the young," says Dr. Wielgosz. (For more information, see Our choices impact our health)

To combat lifestyle-related risk for heart disease -- and in fact for any disease with causes linked to how we live -- we have to begin early, in childhood, say the experts. 

"Canadians need to be taking stock of their lifestyle and seeking help where necessary to make changes. It's not an easy process. Once you've developed a style of living by the age of 20, it's very difficult to change. Get help. It's available."
Dr. Wielgosz

For Anne Russell, the trip to the coronary care unit was a big wakeup call and these days, she's taking her health much more seriously. She has lost 25 pounds, watches what she eats, works out five days a week and has reorganized her work-life to reduce stress. 

"I am putting myself first now," she says. "Don't think that means that I don't have guilt, because I do. But now, when I leave work and pick up my husband at his job, I drop him off at home and then go on to the gym. Ten years ago, I wouldn't have dreamed of that. As a mother and as a nurse, I put others first all the time. Now I know that in order for me to stay well and to be here when others need me, I need to do this. Going to the gym is my time."
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