What is the disease?

CAROTID ARTERY DISEASE
EXPLAINED
What are the Carotid Arteries?

.

.

In some people the walls of arteries can become
roughened and thickened with fatty plaques. If these
plaques continue to grow the blood flow to the brain
can be reduced. Most seriously the carotid artery can
become entirely blocked.

• Sudden weakness of a limb
• Temporary blindness in one eye
• Slurring or inability of speech
TIAʼs are a sign of severe disease and should be
investigated and treated promptly as there may be a
high risk of progressing to a full stroke.

Arteries are blood vessels which carry oxygen and
nutrients from the heart to the other organs of the
body. The Carotid arteries are the main blood vessels
that supply the brain and the face and are located in
the neck either side of the voice box

How is it investigated?
As the artery becomes thinned the flow of blood
becomes turbulent, this may be able to be heard
when a stethoscope is placed over the neck.
Ultrasound scan is used to measure the extent and
site of the narrowing. An MRI scan may be
performed to accurately pinpoint the lesion if surgery
is to be considered

Plaque that has been surgically removed

Why does the disease develop?
.
This disease is more likely to occur as age increases
but the following causes the most risk:
•
•
•
•

Smoking;
High Blood Pressure;
High Cholesterol level and
Diabetes.

What are the symptoms?
In the neck the carotid artery divides into two main
branches. The external carotid artery supplies the
face, and the internal carotid artery which the brain. It
is disease in the internal carotid artery which may
require treatment.

As a plaque increases in size it can become more
fragile and occasionally debris can become loose.
This can fly into the brain causing a ʻMini Strokeʼ Transient ischaemic attack (TIA), which completely
recovers usually after a short time, affecting one side
of the body with the following symptoms:
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The arrow highlights a large plaque

How is it treated?
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Most cases can be treated by simple measures:
• Stop to smoking. The NHS now has many ways to
help, which your doctor will talk to you about
• By lowering blood pressure
• By lowering Cholesterol levels
• Drugs such as Aspirin or Clopidogrel
Usually surgery to remove the plaque is advised if you
have symptoms and the carotid artery is very narrow.
This will be discussed with you at the time
When is surgery performed?
Surgery is only performed when the benefits out
weigh the risks of more conservative treatment as
listed above. It is therefore only performed in the
following cases:
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• When there are symptoms of a TIA
• When there is evidence of a 70% or greater
narrowing of the artery
What are the risks of surgery?
.
Performing surgery of any kind carries risk which will
be explained by your surgeons, but with this
procedure the specific risks are:
• Stroke - Although surgery is performed to reduce
the risk of stroke, undergoing the procedure itself
may lead to a stroke in a small amount of cases
• Infection - Sometimes a synthetic material or ʻpatchʼ
is used to close the incision made in the artery, This
can increase the risk of infection
• Bleeding - As surgery is performed on a blood
vessel there is a risk of bleeding
• Nerve damage - Many nerves are closely related to
the carotid arteries, these may be inadvertently
damaged during the procedure

CT scan of the brain - The arrow shows the
damaged area formed as a result of a stroke

