Cholesterol and Heart Disease
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Nearly 2,200 Americans die of cardiovascular disease daily,
with an average of one death occurring every 40 seconds. An
estimated 7.1 million Americans have experienced a heart
attack during their lifetimes. Those who survive a heart
attack often go on to have another. More than 7 percent of
Americans have some type of cardiovascular disease, and
one out of every six deaths in the United States is due to
coronary heart disease alone. Eating habits and other
lifestyle factors play a large role in determining the risk of
heart disease and may prevent or even reverse this
condition.
Atherosclerosis
Atherosclerosis is a common form of heart disease, in
which plaques of cholesterol and other substances (similar
to small tumors) form in the artery walls and eventually
restrict blood flow. This constricted circulation leads to less
oxygen for the heart muscle, resulting in chest pain (angina),
usually following exercise or excitement. It also stresses the
heart muscle to the point of failure, which is what happens
during a heart attack.
What Is Atherosclerosis?
Atherosclerosis is not caused by old age. Examination of
American casualties during the Korean and Vietnam wars
showed significant atherosclerosis by age 18 or 20. Their
Asian counterparts, raised on diets consisting mainly of rice
and vegetables, had much healthier arteries. The elderly are
more likely to have heart conditions not because of genetics,
but because they may have indulged in unhealthful habits,
like smoking and poor diet, for longer periods of time. Your
doctor can tell you if you are one of only about 5 percent of
the population with a genetic tendency toward heart disease.
Many studies show the connection between lifestyle choices
and heart health. An article published by Caldwell Esselstyn
Jr., M.D., in the American Journal of Cardiology explains that
stenting and bypass surgeries may only be a solution for a
minority of patients, while a transition to a plant-based diet
free of cholesterol proves to be a more effective treatment.
In 1948, William Castelli, M.D., began to monitor the
population of Framingham, Mass., to study what factors
influenced the rate of heart disease.4 Castelli’s study showed
that a cholesterol level exists, below where coronary artery
disease does not occur. Framingham data show that only
patients with cholesterol levels of less than 150 milligrams
per deciliter (mg/dl) achieve the lowest coronary artery
disease risk. In the first 50 years of the Framingham Heart
Study, only five subjects with cholesterol levels of less than
150 mg/dl developed coronary artery disease. Rural
residents in Asia, Africa, and Latin America typically have
total cholesterol levels of about 125-140 mg/dl.
CHOLESTEROL
What Is Cholesterol?
Cholesterol is not the same as fat. If you had a bit of
cholesterol on the end of your finger, it would look like wax.

The liver manufactures cholesterol and sends it out to other
parts of the body for the production of hormones and cell
membranes. Based on the results of the Framingham Heart
Study and other research, the ideal cholesterol level is below
150 mg/dl. At that point, coronary artery disease is very
unlikely. Unfortunately, nearly 107 million Americans have
cholesterol levels more than 200 mg/dl,1 dangerously close
to 225 mg/dl, which is the average cholesterol level of
coronary artery disease victims.5 According to the 2010
USDA Dietary Guidelines, the federal government’s
recommended maximum for dietary cholesterol intake is
still as high as 300 mg. Both the American Heart Association
and the National Cholesterol Education Program
recommend less than 200 mg per day for people at risk for
cardiovascular disease. 6 The amount of cholesterol in one
egg exceeds this recommended maximum amount.
Different Types of Cholesterol
When cholesterol is transported in the bloodstream, it is
packed into low-density lipoproteins (LDL), sometimes
called the “bad cholesterol.” Although LDL is necessary in
limited quantities (LDL delivers cholesterol to various parts
of the body), a high LDL cholesterol level can dramatically
increase your risk of a heart attack. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention analyzed data from 2005-2008 that
examined prevalence, control, and treatment of high LDL
levels. Around 71 million American adults (33.5 percent)
had high LDL levels, while only 34 million (48.1 percent)
received treatment. Twenty-three million (33.2 percent) had
their LDL controlled. When cholesterol is released from dead
cells it is picked up for disposal by high-density lipoproteins
(HDL), the “good cholesterol.” When doctors measure
cholesterol levels, they first look at total cholesterol as a
quick way to assess a person’s risk. For a more exact guide,
they divide the total level by the HDL level. Heart attack risk
is minimized by having a lower total cholesterol and a higher
proportion of HDL cholesterol. The ratio of total cholesterol
to HDL should be less than 4 to 1. Unfortunately, the average
American male’s ratio is much higher than that, at 5 to 1.
Vegetarians, on the other hand, average only about 2.8 to 1.3.
Smoking and obesity lower HDL; however, vigorous
exercise and foods rich in vitamin C may increase it.
HOW TO LOWER YOUR CHOLESTEROL
Decrease Cholesterol Intake
Since our bodies make plenty of cholesterol for our
needs, we do not need to add any in our diet. Cholesterol is
found in all foods that come from animals: red meat, poultry,
fish, chicken, eggs, milk, cheese, yogurt, and other dairy
products. Choosing lean cuts of meat is not enough; the
cholesterol is mainly in the lean portion. Many people are
surprised to learn that chicken contains as much cholesterol
as beef, 25 mg per ounce. Every 4-ounce serving of beef or
chicken contains 100 mg of cholesterol. Most shellfish are
also very high in cholesterol. All animal products should be
avoided for this reason. No foods from plants contain

cholesterol, since plants do not have a liver to produce it.
Every 100 mg of cholesterol in your daily diet adds roughly
five points to your cholesterol level, although this varies
from person to person. In practical terms, 100 mg of
cholesterol is contained in 4 ounces of beef or chicken, half
an egg, or three cups of milk. People can reduce their
cholesterol levels dramatically by changing the foods they
eat. For every 1 percent you reduce your cholesterol level,
you reduce your risk of heart disease by 2 percent. For
example, a reduction from 300 mg/dl to 200 mg/dl (i.e., a
one-third reduction) will yield a two-thirds reduction in the
risk of a heart attack. For some people, the benefits are even
greater.

Animal Fats

Vegetable Oils

Beef Tallow 50%

Canola Oil 12%

Chicken Fat 30%

Corn Oil 13%

Pork Fat (lard) 39%

Cottonseed Oil 26%
Olive Oil 13%

Tropical Oils

Peanut Oil 17%

Coconut Oil 87%

Safflower Oil 9%

Palm Oil 49%

Sesame Oil 14%

Palm Kernel Oil 82%

Soybean Oil 15%
Sunflower Oil 10%

Decrease Fat Intake, Especially Saturated Fats

Go Vegan

Keeping total fat intake low is an important way to lower
cholesterol and reduce the risk of other chronic diseases.
Animal products, including meat and dairy products, as well
as fried food and vegetable oils are all loaded with fat. The
food industry reports the fat content by weight, which allows
the water content to throw off the measurements and make
these products look more healthful than they actually are.
The most important piece of information to look for is the
percentage of calories from fat. In the leanest cuts of beef,
about 30 percent of the calories come from fat. Skinless
chicken is nearly as high at 23 percent. Even without the
skin, chicken is never truly a low-fat food. Most cheeses
contain 60 to 80 percent of calories from fat, and ice creams
often contain 45 to 65 percent. Butter, margarine, and oils of
all types typically contain 95 to 100 percent of calories from
fat. Grains, beans, vegetables, and fruits have less than 10
percent of their calories coming from fat. Animal products
also contain saturated fat, which causes the liver to produce
more cholesterol. Unsaturated fats do not have this effect.
Saturated fats are easy to spot because they are solid at room
temperature, whereas unsaturated fats are liquid. Beef,
chicken, and most other animal products contain substantial
amounts of saturated fat. This is another good reason to
avoid these foods. A few vegetable oils are also high in
saturated fats. These are known as tropical oils: palm oil,
palm kernel oil, and coconut oil. Many packaged foods
contain hydrogenated oils. These are both high in saturated
fat and chemically hardened to make them solid at room
temperature to increase their shelf life. While liquid
vegetable oils are much better than animal fats and tropical
oils, all fats and oils are natural mixtures of saturated and
unsaturated fats. Therefore, none of them will do your
coronary arteries any good, and consumption should be kept
to a minimum.

A diet based on plant foods—grains, beans, vegetables,
and fruits—is the best way to keep saturated fat intake low
and to avoid cholesterol completely. A vegan diet is free of all
animal products and yields the lowest risk of heart disease.

While the saturated fat in oil increases your cholesterol
level, the unsaturated fats cause other health problems,
including increased free-radical production, an impaired
immune system, and increased body weight.

For more information on lowering cholesterol and other
benefits of a low-fat vegetarian diet, the Physicians
Committee recommends:

The following chart shows the percentages of saturated
fat in different kinds of fat:

• Eat Right, Live Longer by Neal Barnard, M.D.

Two large cohort studies and one meta-analysis found
that vegetarians had a much lower risk of dying from heart
disease than nonvegetarians.11 A study from 2007 in the
Journal of Nutrition found that a single fatty meal can cause
the heart to beat harder and raise blood pressure. A high-fat,
fast-food meal usually has 42 grams of fat, while a typical
healthful meal would have around 1.3 grams of fat. One study
showed that people who adopt a vegetarian diet reduce their
saturated fat intake by 26 percent and significantly lower
cholesterol levels in just six weeks. A more recent study
revealed that when participants switched to a strict low-fat
vegetarian diet for about two weeks, they lowered their total
serum cholesterol and blood pressure by 11 percent and 6
percent respectively, and men lost an average of 5.5 pounds
and women an average of 2.2 pounds.
In addition to the very low levels of fat in a typical
vegetarian diet, vegetable protein helps decrease the risk for
heart disease. Researchers in a 2014 study put 198 patients
with cardiovascular disease on a diet without fish, meat,
dairy, or added oils. Eighty-nine percent of the participants
adhered to the diet, and of that group, 81 percent improved
their symptoms and experienced fewer complications from
heart disease. In addition, they lost an average of 18 pounds,
while 22 percent saw a complete reversal of their condition.
Studies show that replacing animal protein with soy protein
reduces blood cholesterol levels even when the total amount
of fat and saturated fat in the diet remains the same.
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