
Fact Sheet No.5:  
Heart and Blood                  
Vessel Disease 

1. What is heart disease and blood 
vessel disease? 

Heart and blood vessel disease (also known as 
cardiovascular disease) kills over 50,000 
Australians each year – mainly through heart 
attacks and strokes. 

To understand what happens with heart and 
blood vessel disease, it can be helpful to think of 
it as a blocked or broken fuel line in your vehicle.  
It stops the vital fuel (blood) reaching your heart, 
brain or other organs – pretty serious stuff. 

Whilst heart attacks and strokes can happen 
suddenly without warning, they are the result of 
many years of disease in which the arteries 
become gradually “hardened”, “narrowed” or 
“weakened”.  You may not actually have any 
symptoms of the disease leading up to the heart 
attack or stroke.  

2. How does having heart disease 
affect your ability to drive safely? 

Heart and blood vessel disease can impair your 
driving ability and can lead to sudden loss of 
consciousness at the wheel.  The impact on 
your driving and your licence will depend on the 
type of disease and the severity, so it is best to 
check with your doctor.  It may be that you have 
to see your doctor more often to check that your 
condition is well managed and it might mean 
that there are some restrictions are placed on 
your driving (i.e. a conditional licence).    

3. What causes heart and blood 
vessel disease and are you at risk? 

Just how our blood vessels become hardened and 
narrowed is still not completely clear, but we do 
know that certain things called risk factors make a 
person more prone to the disease and therefore 
more likely to have a heart attack or stroke.  These 
risk factors include: 
• raised blood cholesterol levels (fat in the 

blood); 
• having high blood pressure (pressure of the 

blood in your blood vessels); 
• smoking; 
• having diabetes; 
• being overweight or obese; 
• being physically inactive; 
• having a family history or heart disease or 

stroke; and 
• being male. 

Other factors such as stress also contribute to 
heart and blood vessel disease.  

Commercial vehicle drivers are at a greater risk of 
developing heart disease compared to the rest of 
the population because of their increased tendency 
to be overweight and to smoke more, as well as 
their inactive lifestyles and poor eating habits.  



For more information see www.ntc.gov.au 

4. How can heart and blood vessel 
disease be prevented? 

Since we know about many of the risk factors, 
there is a lot we can do to help prevent the 
disease.   In fact, there is now good evidence 
that even if you have the disease, you can 
prevent it from developing further and even 
start to reverse it by doing something about 
your risk factors.  So: 

Be a non-smoker.  There is no safe level 
of smoking.  It doubles your risk of heart 
attack.  For assistance call the QUIT line 
13 15 48.  

Eat a low-fat diet and watch your 
cholesterol level.  High cholesterol can 
be managed and prevented by reducing 
the fat in your diet.  Some people may 
also need medication to help control their 
cholesterol.  Ask your doctor about a 
cholesterol test.  (See also see Fact 
Sheet 6, Healthy Food Choices). 

Be active every day.  People who are 
NOT physically active are almost TWICE 
as likely to die from heart disease 
compared to those who are active.  So 
aim to be active for at least 30 minutes on 
most days.  (See Fact Sheet 7, Be Active 
Every Day). 

Keep a check on your blood pressure.  
High blood pressure puts a strain on the 
blood vessels and the heart.  Ask your 
doctor to check your blood pressure 
regularly.  Eating well and exercising 
regularly helps to control blood pressure.  
Sometimes medication is necessary. 

Manage stress. Learning strategies to 
cope with everyday stress is important for 
reducing your risk of heart and blood 
vessel disease.  (See Fact Sheet 9, 
Mental Fitness for more information).  

6. For more information 

Contact: 
• Your local doctor. 
• Heart Foundation – Heartline: 1300 36 27 87 

www.heartfoundation.com.au. 
• QUIT  - 13 15 48 www.quit.org.au for help to 

quit smoking. 
• Nutrition Australia www.nutritionaustralia.org 

for information about making healthy food 
choices.  

 

 

 

 

Looking after your health is like looking after your vehicle - regular care 
and maintenance pays off in the long run 

The Driving and Your Health Campaign is supported by: 

 

5. How do you know if you have 
heart and blood vessel disease? 

Often people with heart disease don’t have any 
symptoms until the damage to the blood vessels 
is quite severe.  Symptoms are more likely when 
the person exerts themselves as the heart has 
to work harder.  Your doctor can conduct tests 
that will help to determine the level of blockage 
in your blood vessels and any effects on your 
heart. 

Warning symptoms of advanced heart 
disease may include pains in the chest or 
breathlessness, nausea and vomiting, sweating, 
faintness or weakness.   

Warning symptoms of a stroke may be: 
weakness or numbness involving one side of the 
body, such as in the face, arm or leg; slurred 
speech, or troubled talking, or trouble 
understanding what somebody is telling you; 
double vision or going blind in one eye; severe 
dizziness, and in some cases, a very severe 
headache and a stiff neck.  

If you think you are having a heart attack 
or stroke get someone to phone 000 

immediately.  


