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Healthy weight, healthy heart 

Heart and blood vessel disease remains Australia’s number one killer. It affects over three million Australians and each year accounts for more than 50,000 deaths. In fact, an Australian dies from cardiovascular disease, as it is known medically, every 10 minutes.

Not surprising, therefore, that an enormous amount of research is aimed at reducing the risk factors associated with cardiovascular disease. As a result, highly effective medicines are now available to control blood pressure and cholesterol levels.

However, according to the National Heart Foundation, it could be small changes that might make the biggest difference in improving heart health – small changes that we can put into effect ourselves and that are not at all costly and are well within our personal price range. Nevertheless, and simple as these charges are, they are often the most difficult to implement; because they involve changes in our sometimes firmly entrenched behaviour.

This year, beginning with Heart Week (30 April - 6 May), the National Heart Foundation is challenging us all to make a small change to our eating and physical activity habits; because even a slight reduction in weight can lead to a large reduction in risk.

Being overweight or obese is a major risk factor for cardiovascular disease and repeated studies have shown that over 60% of adult Australians are overweight.

In addition, 54% of adult Australians are not sufficiently active to enjoy health benefits, 51% have high blood cholesterol levels, 30% have high blood pressure and around 20% smoke. One person in four has three or more of these risk factors. According to Dr Lyn Roberts, Heart Foundation Chief Executive Officer, rising levels of excess weight means that enjoying healthy eating and being active are more important than ever.

We should remember healthy eating doesn’t mean a strict or tasteless diet; the emphasis should be on enjoyment and nourishment. Healthy eating for weight loss is making sure you still get all the nutrients you need for good health while reducing the amount of energy (kilojoules) you take in. The good news is that many foods that are low in energy are also packed full of essential vitamins, minerals and fibre.

Ideally we should choose mainly plant-based foods – vegetables, fruit and legumes (dried peas, dried beans and lentils) – and grain based foods (preferably wholegrain) such as bread, pasta, noodles and rice. As well, we should include moderate amounts of lean meat, skinless poultry, fish and reduced-fat dairy products.

Being physically active is an equally important part of maintaining a healthy heart – and the activity doesn’t have to be over vigorous. Bush walking, cycling or swimming are all fine; whatever takes your fancy. Aim for about 30 minutes of moderate intensity on most days of the week; and this can be accumulated in bouts of 10 minutes or so if this is more convenient.

You can get more healthy heart tips from the “Heartsite” at www.heartfoundation.com.au or visit your nearest Self Care pharmacy – pharmacies providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s health information. There are fact cards on Exercise and the Heart, Weight and Health, Fat and Cholesterol and High Blood Pressure. Call 1300 369 772 for more information.

Make a small change now and reap the long term rewards.
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