More Than a House Call
From the Desk of: Greg Feinsinger, MD

FEBRUARY IS HEART MONTH
DO YOU AND YOUR LOVED ONES HAVE HEALTHY ARTERIES?

During heart month (February), Compass Peak Imaging in Glenwood,
Colorado (970-665-4238) is having a special on carotid IMTs, one of the
two commonly-used tests available to see if you have atherosclerosis
(hardening of the arteries), the cause of heart attacks and most strokes.
Why is it important to have this test done?
Heart attacks are the number 1 cause of death in American men and women, and can
occur in people as young as their early 30s. For 20 percent of heart attack victims, the
first sign of heart disease is the last—sudden death. Knowing if you have atherosclerosis
is important, because essentially all heart attacks are preventable. Unfortunately, most
heart attacks are not prevented in this country, because of the tendency in American
medicine to look at heart disease as a plumbing problem, rather than a medical disease
that can be prevented, treated and even reversed.
The most important risk factors for atherosclerosis—and therefore heart attacks—are the
following: smoking; high blood pressure (> 120/80); high LDL (bad cholesterol); low good
cholesterol (HDL); pre-diabetes and diabetes; obesity, particularly central obesity
(heaviness around the middle); sleep apnea; inflammation; sedentary lifestyle; the S.A.D.
(standard American diet); age (women over 50, men over 40); stress; and family history
of cardiovascular disease. If arteries are stressed by one or more of these risk factors,
the endothelium—the organ that lines the arteries-- starts to thicken. Eventually plaque
(hardening of the arteries) develops.
Plaque sometimes causes incomplete, chronic blockages in the coronary (heart) arteries,
usually causing no symptoms, but sometimes causing chest pain with exertion (angina),
and rarely causing a heart attack. However, 99 percent of plaque is in the wall of our
arteries, not causing a blockage or symptoms. Over 85 percent of heart attacks occur
when this non-obstructive plaque ruptures, resulting in complete blockage of a coronary
artery, leading to death of part of the heart muscle—and 20 percent of the time death of
the patient.
A carotid IMT is a ten-minute, painless doppler study of the carotid arteries in the neck,
which are right under the skin and therefore easily accessible. It looks at the thickness of
the endothelium, and a “vascular age” is given by comparing your reading to an average
American man or woman your age. If your vascular age is 5 years or greater than your
actual age, you are at significant risk for a cardiovascular event (heart attack or stroke).
IMT also looks at plaque, which is defined as any localized thickening 1.3 mm or greater.
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Unfortunately, plaque is not figured into the “vascular age” on the reports from commercial
IMT companies, such as Vasolab or CardioRisk. Providers who aren’t well-versed in heart
attack prevention often tell their patients that their arteries are fine if the endothelial
thickness is “normal,” even if plaque is present--even though plaque means
cardiovascular risk regardless of the endothelial thickness. At Compass Peak Imaging,
radiologist Liz Kulwiec, M.D., reads the IMT studies, and produces reports that base risk
on endothelial thickening AND plaque.
Brad Bale, M.D., a family physician in Spokane, WA, started doing heart attack prevention
over 25 years ago, before anyone else was doing it (other than plant-based advocates
Dr. Ornish and Dr. Esselstyn). He and his nurse practitioner, Amy Doneen, R.N., PhD,
developed the Bale-Doneen Method of Heart Attack Prevention, which is considered one
of the most effective heart attack prevention programs in the U.S. A few years ago, they
published the evidence-based book “Beat the Heart Attack Gene.” Bale and Doneen feel
that everyone should have a carotid IMT at age 40—younger if significant risk factors are
present. If you already have a diagnosis of atherosclerosis, IMT can be useful in gaging
effectiveness of treatment (get a baseline study, then repeat a year after starting optimal
treatment). The IMT is a much more sensitive test than the usual carotid ultrasound done
by hospitals and traveling screening companies such as Life Line Screening, which just
screens for major blockages.
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The downside of the IMT test is that it looks at the carotid rather than the coronary arteries,
but there is a 95 percent correlation between the two. If you have risk factors but have a
normal IMT, you should consider a coronary calcium score—a CT scan of the heart which
measures how much calcified plaque you have in your coronary arteries. The problem
with that test, other than the small amount of radiation, is that some people—particularly
men under 40 and women under 50-- can have uncalcified (“soft”) plaque, resulting in
false negative results. A coronary calcium score can be obtained at most hospitals and
imaging centers, and is not useful for gaging effectiveness of treatment (higher score on
a repeat test a year later could be a good thing if unstable, soft plaque has become
calcified).
Let’s say you have a screening IMT and you do have abnormalities indicating early or
advanced atherosclerosis. First, focus on increasing the amount of leafy green vegetables
in your diet. That puts you on the road to reversing the problem.
Last, keep an eye out for our next J1T4H News to find out what else Dr. Feinsinger says
you can do about it.
Don’t forget to LIKE our Facebook Page and if you, a friend or loved one wants to make
some health changes and you’re searching for a place to start, Subscribe to the Just 1
Thing 4 Health Challenge to Better Health Email Series. You’ll get great information
and a weekly challenge to change 1 habit a week with education that will motivate you to
take action.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Dr. Greg Feinsinger retired from Glenwood Medical Associates
after 42 years as a family physician. He is a graduate of University
of Colorado Health Sciences Center School of Medicine and is
board certified in Family Medicine. As an accomplished athlete –
runner, mountain biking, cross-country skiing and more, Greg is
personally interested in nutrition for health and performance. He
has dedicated himself to encouraging and teaching others the
benefits of a nutrition al approach to the prevention and intervention
of diseases such as Heart Attack, Stroke, & Diabetes.
Dr. Feinsinger is author or his recently published first book, Enjoy
Optimal Health – 98 Health Tips from a Family Doctor. Profits go
towards an endowment to the University of Colorado School of
Medicine to add prevention and nutrition to the curriculum. He is available for free consultations
about heart attack prevention, diabetes reversal, nutrition, and other health issues. Call 379-5718
for an appointment.
To get your copy of his book, CLICK HERE.

Note: This article was originally published at: https://www.postindependent.com/news/health/
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