What is carotid artery stenosis or carotid artery disease?

A Stenosis is a narrowing – in this case of an artery.

Carotid artery stenosis is narrowing of the carotid arteries. These are the main arteries in the neck that supply blood to the brain. Carotid artery stenosis, also called carotid artery disease, is a major risk factor for ischemic stroke. (This is the most common form of stroke and is usually caused by a blood clot plugging an artery.)

The narrowing is usually caused by plaque in a blood vessel. Plaque forms when cholesterol, fat and other substances build up in the inner lining of an artery. This process is called atherosclerosis.

How is carotid artery stenosis diagnosed?

Carotid artery stenosis may or may not cause symptoms. 

A doctor may hear an abnormal sound called a bruit (BROO'e) when listening to the artery with a stethoscope. 

The stenosis can be easily detected with an ultrasound probe placed on the side of the neck near the carotid arteries. This is called carotid ultrasonography.

Symptoms
Carotid Artery Stenosis can cause or be:

· Asymptomatic. It can build up to a critical point without any symptoms being apparent

· A TIA – a Transient Ischaemic Attack. This has exactly the same symptoms as a stroke but the symptoms last only a short time (up to four hours)

· A Stroke, which may cause death

· Amaurosis fugax – temporary or permanent blindness. This is caused by tiny pieces of arthroscopic plaque breaking away from the carotid vessels and lodging in the arteries of the retina at the back of the eye. This causes that part of the retina (where the image i.e. what you see at the back of the eye is received) to be damaged

· Dizziness, faintness or becoming unconscious
How is carotid artery stenosis treated?

Depending on the degree of stenosis (i.e. how severe the narrowing is) and the patient's overall condition, carotid artery stenosis can usually be treated with surgery. That procedure is called carotid endarterectomy. It removes the plaque that caused the carotid artery to narrow.

For people with arteries narrowed less than 50 percent, anti-clotting medicine is usually prescribed to reduce the risk of ischemic stroke. Examples of these drugs are antiplatelet agents, such as aspirin or clopidogrel (Plavix), and anticoagulants such as warfarin.

Carotid angioplasty and stenting is one treatment option. It uses balloons and/or stents to open a narrowed artery.

Carotid endarterectomy has proven benefit to patients with arteries stenosed (narrowed) by 70 percent or more.
