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Q: Talk about alcohol and a “holiday heart”. 

A: The effect of alcohol on the heart is not a dose-related thing; so, we can’t say 

“if you drink one drink, nothing will happen, but if you drink 5 drinks, some-

thing might happen”. It is more individual than that. In general, as cardiolo-

gists and the cardiovascular community, we think there is probably a benefit 

to alcohol in moderation, specifically with red wine ingestion. This is not con-

crete by any stretch of the imagination. We do not suggest, as cardiologists 

that if you do not drink that you should run out and start drinking, but drink-

ing in moderation should be fine. One glass of red wine per day for a female is 

probably fine and 2 for a male. Red wine seems to be preferable, but again 

that is not absolute.  

 We are in the holiday season right now and people tend to overdrink during 

this time. There are lots of problems with drinking to excess and from my 

standpoint one of those is the induction of arrhythmias, particularly some-

thing that in the past has been called “holiday heart”. Specifically, that is atrial 

fibrillation that can be viewed as a direct poisoning from alcohol. So, we have 

to be careful at all times with excessive alcohol use, but particularly during 

the holidays when people seem to consistently overdo.  

Q: Talk about the effects on the cardiovascular system when using or combin-

ing multiple drugs of abuse. 

A: Cocaine has toxic effects on the heart as well, but when you combine it with 

alcohol, both effects are worse.  Cocaine increases heart rate and blood pres-

sure and alcohol tends to increase blood pressure; when you combine the 

two the toxicity on the heart is worse and patients tend to have worse out-

comes.  

 Clearly we do not recommend that anyone should ingest cocaine in any form. 

We know that cocaine is a really toxic drug leading to heart attacks and up to 

and including sudden cardiac death.  It’s a very bad actor in the cardiovascular 

community. Combining cocaine with alcohol can be deadly. 

 



Q: What do you say to those who say that “...I just did it once, it should be ok, it’s not a habit.” 

A: The effects of drugs that are cardiovascular stimulants, like cocaine or methamphetamines are worse if you combine them 

with alcohol; even if you use them by themselves they are definitely a problem from a heart standpoint. They can cause heart 

attacks, they can lead to sudden cardiac death and one of the problems with their use is that it is not a dose-related problem  

and it is also not a perpetual use problem. A first time user of cocaine, crystal meth, or pick your drug, can have a serious car-

diac problem that can result in irreversible heart damage.  

Q: You talked about one of your favorite quotes in your lecture concerning tobacco; please share that with us. 

A: I had a patient tell me recently that she  couldn’t possibly stop smoking because she had 4 small children at home. Smoking is 

one of my pet peeves. It’s not one of the recognized addictions where people get sent off to rehabilitation or have active 

treatment. Although there are treatments, somehow they are not targeted as aggressively as heroin addiction or cocaine ad-

diction or methamphetamine addiction.  Cigarettes are just as deadly; they affect the person who smokes them, and unfortu-

nately the people who are around them. I can’t emphasize enough that one of the best things a person can do for themselves, 

and their families and their friends and their cardiovascular health is to stop smoking. 

Q: Airing on TV are the bold and aggressive commercials about smoking and vascular disease which some have deemed shock-

ing. Can you talk about that as relating to tobacco? 

A: Florida has a really dramatic advertising campaign where they air the commercials that are really dramatic and horrifying to 

the lay public. In one, the patient has a tracheotomy where she has to breathe through her neck instead of through her 

mouth; there are other ones where people are missing limbs and so on. I believe some of the public thought at first that those 

were over-dramatizations or exaggerations of what cigarettes can do, but it’s not true. Cigarettes cause coronary disease; they 

cause lung cancer. In addition they cause all sorts of other problems with any of the arteries of the body. So the arteries of 

your body deliver oxygen from the tips of your toes to the tips of your fingers; if you smoke and you are one of the susceptible 

people, those arteries can shut down, simply due to the toxicity of the smoking. If those arteries shut down, say your finger no 

longer gets any blood, then the finger dies and your finger falls off. So those pictures, although they are really graphic, are 

true. You can lose legs, you can lose fingers, you can have strokes and lose brain cells. From my standpoint, obviously looking 

mostly from a heart standpoint, you can lose heart cells and a heart does not grow back; once pieces of it die—it’s dead. 

Q: One of the most deadly drugs of abuse is heroin; would you agree with that statement? 

A: From our standpoint, the injectable drugs are an interesting group of abused drugs. Take heroin for example; it’s not neces-

sarily the heroin that is the heart toxin per se, although there is probably myocardial depression, but what we see and deal 

with every day are the sequelae or the effects of the actual IV drug use itself. For example, using dirty needles, using needles 

that are HIV contaminated, using needles that have bacteria on them so that the bacteria grow on the valves of the heart and 

literally destroy the heart valves so that they have to be replaced by mechanical valves. We see the destruction of the heart 

from a lot of the needle-related, sterility and sanitary related issues that IV drug users have. 

Q: Is there anything else you would like to add? 

A: There are a laundry list of drugs that people use and abuse that can effect the heart. By no means have I touched on all of 

them here today. There are all sorts of inhaled drugs that we have not talked about; bath salts are really big now and can re-

sult in sudden death. In general, make your health your goal. Drugs of abuse are probably not a good idea in any kind of use as 

opposed to alcohol which we talked about one drink a day was probably OK. The other drugs are directly cardio-toxic and I 

would not suggest their use under any circumstances. 

 


