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Cholesterol

Why is cholesterol important? 

Having high cholesterol levels in your blood is one of the risk factors, which increases your chances of getting heart disease.

One of the best ways to prevent heart disease is to keep your cholesterol at a healthy level. The following information will outline ways to help
you do this.  

What is cholesterol? 

Cholesterol is a type of fat found in your blood. You need a certain amount of cholesterol for all your body cells and to produce important
hormones. However, if there is too much cholesterol in your blood, it sticks to the inner lining of your artery or blood vessels to form atheroma,
leading to blood vessel disease, heart attacks and stroke.

The level of cholesterol in your blood is affected by the amount of saturated fats you eat every day. 

Confused about cholesterol?

The relationship between cholesterol and heart disease is very complicated but it helps to look at how cholesterol is carried around in the
bloodstream. 

There are two main types of cholesterol 
HDL cholesterol (high density lipoprotein) 
LDL cholesterol (low density lipoprotein) 

HDL

HDL cholesterol is called good cholesterol or healthy cholesterol, because it mops up cholesterol left behind in your arteries and carries it to the
liver where it is broken down and passed out of the body. Regular physical activity and exercise can help increase your HDL level.

High levels of HDL cholesterol can protect you against getting heart disease.

LDL

LDL cholesterol travels from the liver through the arteries to other parts of the body. LDL is called bad cholesterol because it sticks to the walls
in your arteries - making them narrow. This reduces the blood supply to your heart or brain. Eating too many foods high in saturated fat can
raise your LDL cholesterol. 

High levels of LDL cholesterol increase your risk of heart disease.

Confused about fats?

Fats in food are a mixture of saturated and unsaturated fats. 

Polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats are unsaturated fats that can help lower the amount of LDL cholesterol in your blood and
reduce your chances of getting heart disease.

Polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats are found in most pure vegetable oils like sunflower, olive and rapeseed oils. You also find them in
the spreads and margarines made from these oils, as well as in many types of nuts. You also find polyunsaturated fats in oily fish such as
sardines, mackerel, trout and salmon (tinned or fresh). 

Saturated fats can raise your LDL cholesterol and increase your chances of getting heart disease.

You find saturated fats in foods like butter, hard margarine, lard, cream, cheese, fatty meat, cakes, biscuits and chocolates. Check the food
labels on processed and ready-made meals for the amount of saturated fats. Check also for the word hydrogenated which means that the food
contains trans-fats. Trans-fats can also raise the level of LDL cholesterol. Foods containing trans-fats are found on the top shelf of the Food
Pyramid, so reduce the amount of these foods that you and your family eat. 

Is your cholesterol level too high? 

Your cholesterol can be measured by your doctor, who knows your family history. If a family member has high cholesterol, heart disease or has
had a stroke, it’s really important you ask your doctor to do this test. You can do this on any visit.     
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If your results show a blood cholesterol level greater than five mmol/l (the measurement used for cholesterol levels) or your doctor is
concerned about your HDL or LDL cholesterol, he or she will arrange for another test. You will need to fast for 12 hours to get more information
on your HDL and LDL cholesterol. 

If you already have had a heart attack, bypass surgery or angioplasty, it is very important that you keep your LDL below 2.6 mmol/l. 

As well as HDL and LDL levels, the more detailed test will show triglyceride levels - another type of fat 

If you need to change any aspects of your cholesterol or triglyceride levels, your doctor will advise you on changes in lifestyle and may
recommend medication. If you are prescribed medication, it is important that you follow the instructions carefully. 

Cholesterol and triglycerides

Healthy levels mmol/l

Total cholesterol no greater than 5

LDL cholesterol no greater than 3

HDL cholesterol greater than 1

Triglycerides no greater than 2

How can I lower my cholesterol?

 Get down to a healthy weight - being overweight means your heart has to work harder to pump blood around the body. 

 Eat oily fish twice a week. 

 Eat more fruit and vegetables. 

 Eat more whole grain cereals and breads, plenty of jacket potatoes and rice and pasta. 

 Choose lean meats. 

 Trim fat off meat and skin off chicken. 

 Drain oil from cooked dishes containing minced meat. 

 Choose low-fat dairy products. 

 Choose low-fat spreads made from sunflower or olive oil. 

 Choose less foods from the top shelf of the Food Pyramid. 

 Use low-fat healthy ways of cooking, like grilling or oven-baking, instead of frying. 

Cholesterol-lowering foods

If you have high cholesterol, there are now a range of foods which can help lower your cholesterol. These include spreads, yoghurts and milk.
These foods have ingredients which stop your body absorbing cholesterol. If you have high cholesterol levels, you may benefit from using these
products as part of a healthy varied diet. If you have high cholesterol, you should ask your doctor or dietician to advise you, as these products
can be expensive. 

Cholesterol-lowering foods are not suitable for children under five years or for pregnant or breastfeeding mothers. 

What if I have low HDL?

If your blood test showed that your HDL cholesterol is below the recommended levels, you will need to increase this level to reduce your risk of
heart disease. 

You can increase the healthy HDL levels by: 

 being more active; 

 reducing your weight; 

 and if you smoke, by stopping smoking. 

Your doctor may also prescribe medication to raise your HDL levels. 



What are triglyceride's and how do they affect my heart?

Triglyceride's are another type of fat found in your blood. Too much triglyceride in your blood can increase your chances of getting heart
disease. 

Could I have high triglyceride's? 

Yes, anyone can have high levels, but it is more likely if you: 

 are overweight; 

 drink too much alcohol; 

 eat lots of sugary foods; 

 or are not very active. 

Ask your doctor to check your triglyceride levels. 

What can I do if my triglyceride's are too high?

Follow the general advice for lowering your blood cholesterol this will also help lower your triglyceride's. 

Oily fish, such as sardines, mackerel, trout or salmon can help lower your triglyceride levels. Try to eat oily fish (fresh or tinned) twice a week,
for example, one main meal and one lunch serving. Oily fish, which contains n-3 or omega 3 fatty acids, improves the blood circulation, reduces
the stickiness of the blood and prevents your blood from clotting. If you drink alcohol, take no more than one drink (such as a small glass of
wine or a half pint of beer) a day and go some days without any alcohol. 

Reduce the amount of sweet foods you eat from the top shelf of the Food Pyramid, like biscuits, cakes, chocolate, sweets, fizzy drinks, jams,
marmalades and sugars. Choose low-sugar or sugar-free fizzy drinks, mixers and tinned fruits in their own juice. Instead of sugar try artificial
sweeteners. 

Check out the other risk factors for heart disease

High blood cholesterol is not the only risk factor for heart disease. Other risk factors are:

 smoking 

 high blood pressure 

 being overweight 

 diabetes 

 not being active 

 stress that you cannot control 

 your family history 

 your age 

If you have high cholesterol plus any of these risk factors, it is important that you talk to your doctor. 

For a healthy cholesterol and a happy heart:

 eat more fruit and vegetables and whole grain foods 

 eat less fatty foods 

 eat oily fish twice a week 

 if you smoke, try to stop 

 be a healthy weight 

 be more physically active every day 

 drink less alcohol 

 learn to relax - take time out for yourself 

 have a regular blood pressure and cholesterol check with your doctor. 


