
About 2.6 mil lion Cana dians over the age of 20 live with dia gnosed heart dis ease. Heart dis ease is a
gen eral term for a range of con di tions that a�ect the heart’s struc ture and how it func tions, includ -
ing irreg u lar heart beats, arteri o scler o sis or harden ing of the arter ies, blood ves sel dis eases, and con -
gen ital heart defects. Heart dis ease is second only to can cer when it comes to lead ing causes of death
in Canada.

Accord ing to the Heart and Stroke Found a tion, heart dis ease and stroke are the lead ing causes of
death glob ally, tak ing a life in Canada every �ve minutes. A heart attack occurs when blood �ow
decreases or stops and the heart doesn’t get enough oxy gen and nutri ents.
There are two main types of stroke. An ischemic stroke occurs when the blood sup ply to the brain is
blocked, pre vent ing oxy gen and nutri ents from get ting to the brain. A hem or rhagic stroke hap pens
when a blood ves sel rup tures, caus ing bleed ing in the brain.
As we get older, there are changes in the heart and blood ves sels that can increase the risk of heart
dis ease. An aging heart won’t beat as quickly dur ing phys ical activ ity. However, rest ing heart rate
shouldn’t change sig ni �c antly. The heart wall thick ens over time, decreas ing the amount of blood
that a cham ber can hold des pite an increase in over all heart size, escal at ing the risk of atrial �b ril la -
tion, which can cause a stroke. Blood ves sels become sti�er, mak ing it more di�  cult for the blood to
�ow where it’s needed, lead ing to high blood pres sure that puts excess stress on the heart and
increases the risk of heart fail ure or other car diac dis eases.
Although some heart dis eases are hered it ary, oth ers res ult from poor life style choices. You can
reduce your risk by tak ing pos it ive steps toward a heart-healthy routine. Here are �ve ways to help
pro tect your heart.
1. Eat a heart-healthy diet
Research �nds that people who eat plenty of fruits, veget ables and whole grains and less red meat,
pro cessed foods, sugar and sat ur ated fats have a reduced risk of car diac dis ease. Salt is another thing
to avoid. As we age, it can raise blood pres sure and increase in�am ma tion. Healthy fats, par tic u larly
omega-3 fatty acids, found in foods like cold-water fatty �sh, such as sal mon, and nuts and seeds
like chia seeds, �ax seed and wal nuts provide numer ous heart-healthy bene �ts, includ ing smooth ing
blood �ow, encour aging healthy trigly ceride levels, and rais ing high-dens ity lipo pro tein (HDL)
levels, often referred to as "good cho les terol." The spice tur meric may also pro tect against car diac
dis ease by nat ur ally redu cing in�am ma tion throughout the body, pre vent ing plaque buildup that can
clog the arter ies, lower ing cho les terol levels and improv ing cir cu la tion.
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2. Main tain a healthy weight
Being over weight, par tic u larly car ry ing extra pounds around the middle of the body, is linked to
higher blood pres sure and cho les terol and an increased risk of heart dis ease. Body mass index (BMI)
uses the ratio of your height to your weight to determ ine the amount of body fat you have. A BMI of
25 or higher is con sidered over weight. A BMI of 30 or more is con sidered obese. In addi tion to your
diet, your phys ical activ ity level is key to main tain ing a healthy weight.
3. Stay phys ic ally act ive
Reg u lar, daily phys ical activ ity lowers your risk of high cho les terol, high blood pres sure and car diac
dis ease. Ideally, you should aim for at least 150 minutes of exer cise at mod er ate intens ity, such as
walk ing at a brisk pace, and two or more strength train ing ses sions every week. If you haven’t been
act ive for a while, you may want to start slowly. Even �ve minutes of activ ity throughout the day can
help as you work towards longer ses sions.
4. Main tain good dental health
Sci enti�c research has shown that dental health and heart dis ease are dir ectly related by spread ing
bac teria from the mouth to other parts of the body via the blood stream. When oral bac teria reach the
heart, it can cause in�am ma tion, lead ing to infec tions of the heart lin ing, called endo carditis. Oral
bac teria and dental dis ease can also res ult in clogged arter ies and increase the risk of hav ing a stroke.
5. Quit smoking
Tobacco is par tic u larly dam aging to your heart because it causes plaque to build up on the artery
walls. This nar rows and hardens the arter ies, mak ing it more di�  cult for the heart to pump blood
through them. The numer ous chem ic als in tobacco can also dam age the heart and blood ves sels. The
e�ects of tobacco smoke include lower ing oxy gen levels in the blood and rais ing heart rate and blood
pres sure. One of the best things you can do for your heart is to quit smoking. No mat ter how old you
are, it can lower the risk of heart dis ease. In fact, your risk of heart dis ease starts to decrease in as
little as one day after quit ting, and after just one year, your risk shrinks to about half that of a
smoker.
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