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	g

	gram




	mg

	milligram (one-thousandth of lg)




	mcg

	microgram (one-thousandth of lmg, one-millionth of lg)




	RDA

	Recommended Daily Amount (this government guideline is the level just above the minimum needed to prevent serious deficiency)




	RNI

	Reference Nutrient Intake (these amounts are the same values as RDAs and the two are interchangeable. RNI is a term which is increasingly used by nutritionists)








Introduction


Research has proved that vitamins and minerals play a vital part in living a longer, healthier life. Not only can many nutrients help to prevent serious diseases, they can also promote the body beautiful and encourage greater wellbeing. This quick guide will give you all the information you need about vitamins and minerals, as well as many other important nutrients. With the help of this book, you will discover how the latest nutritional research can work for you and your family. So many of us now feel the need to take vitamin and mineral supplements to improve our health and vitality, but it is important to know exactly what to take. It is also essential that we have a guide to dosage and safety. For these reasons, this quick guide also includes information on safe supplementation for all ages.


Liz Earle MBE


lizearlewellbeing.com




—1—


Vital Vitamins and Minerals


There’s no doubt that vitamins and minerals are an integral part of our wellbeing and play a vital role in the complex biochemical jigsaw that goes on inside our body. Boosting our intake of vitamins and minerals goes a long way to protect the body from many of the side-effects of modern living. Research also suggests that antioxidants such as beta-carotene, vitamin C and vitamin E can help protect us from some of the biggest killers in Western society, such as coronary heart disease. Nutritionists recognise that a healthy diet does not necessarily supply all of the vital nutrients that today’s hectic lifestyle demands. Leading experts believe that we should pay special attention to the unique action of antioxidants, while not forgetting the importance of many other better-known vitamins and minerals.


Why do we need nutrients at all? On a scientific level, some vitamins and minerals are needed for chemical reactions such as releasing energy from food or breaking down fat molecules. Others build strong bones, keep the skin supple and help protect us against stress or pollution. Scientists have discovered a close link between antioxidant nutrients and the ageing process. Although these are no magic elixir of youth, some nutrients may even hold the power to slow down skin ageing and keep us feeling young. This quick guide takes a close look at the role of vitamins and minerals and reveals how they can be of benefit. At every age, throughout every day, a good supply of nutrients holds the key to improved health and wellbeing.


Eat Well – Stay Healthier!


The idea that a well-balanced diet, full of vitamins and minerals, is essential for a healthy body is nothing new. The message for us all to eat more healthily has rung out loud and clear for many decades now – so why the enormous recent growth in the sales of vitamin pills? It seems that despite being more aware about the foods we should be eating, few of us actually put healthy eating into practice. Today, we tend to rely on eating highly processed foods because they are easy and convenient. Few of us have the time or energy to spend much time shopping for, preparing and cooking fresh wholesome foods. All too often our requirement for vitamins and minerals in our diet is forgotten and it may be easier (and can be cheaper) to take supplements.


But although vitamin and mineral supplements can be useful, they are no substitute for a good diet. There are several very good reasons why we should all aim to eat more healthily. Foods contain much more than just vitamins and minerals – they also contain substances such as enzymes and fibre which are not found in ordinary vitamin pills. Eating a well-balanced diet that is rich in wholesome, natural foods keeps our weight down and increases our energy levels. Good food is a form of preventative medicine in itself and helps maintain our health throughout childhood, adolescence, adulthood and beyond into old age.


Nutrition experts agree that one of the keys in good nutrition is to increase the amount of fruit and vegetables in our diets. How much do we need? The answer is probably a good deal more than we are getting at the moment! Most of us actually eat less than half the amount of fruit and vegetables recommended by the World Health Organization. This authority suggests eating at least 400g (almost 1lb) every day, excluding potatoes. In other words, we should eat a minimum of five generous portions of fruit and vegetables each day. How many of us can claim to do this every day of the week? Very few indeed. This brings us back to one reason why so many of us are turning to a daily multivitamin supplement for nutritional security. Although vitamin and mineral tablets are no substitute for a healthy diet they can be a very useful optional extra.


Vitality Eating Goals


By following these simple guidelines for a well-balanced diet we automatically increase our intake of valuable vitamins and minerals.


• Less fat – especially the saturated type found in meat, cream and cheese. Trim all visible fat from meat and hide the frying pan.


• Less sugar – especially the simple (refined) sugars added to processed foods.


• Less salt – watch out for salted snacks and only add a little (if any) salt to food at the table.


• Less alcohol – cut back in general and aim for several alcohol-free days a week.


• More fruits and vegetables – aim to eat five generous portions per day (not including potatoes, which count as starches).


• More lower-fat foods – watch the amount of high-fat cheese, cream and nuts you eat. Although healthy in moderation, less is often more with high-fat foods.


• More complex carbohydrates – eat more whole grains, wholewheat pasta and brown rice.


• More fluids – drink more water and diluted fresh fruit and vegetable juices.


Healthy-Eating Food Pyramid
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Pyramid Portions


Protein:
one portion = 3oz/75g lean meat or fish; 2 eggs; 10oz//300g cooked beans or lentils; ⅓ pint/200ml milk; small pot of yoghurt or fromage frais; ½ oz/40g cheese


Fruits and Vegetables:
one portion = 1 teacup filled with chopped fruit or vegetable; 1 piece of fruit, e.g. apple, orange, banana; potatoes do not count as a vegetable here as they are starchy foods


Complex Carbohydrates:
one portion = 1 slice wholemeal bread; 1 heaped tablespoon cooked rice, pasta or grains; 3½ oz/90g cooked potatoes


How Vital Vitamins are Lost


A delicious, nutritious variety of fresh fruits, vegetables and whole grains are the key vitamin-rich ingredients of any well-balanced diet. But we do need to take care to preserve their vitamin values. Unfortunately, it is not enough just to stock up the larder with fresh foods – we must look after them, too. Avoid storing fresh produce for long periods of time as their vitamins diminish with age. Chop vegetables just before you cook them, as exposing their cut surfaces to the air reduces many nutrients. The water-soluble vitamins such as vitamin C and the B-complex vitamins are easily lost as they dissolve in boiling liquid. Although vegetables are a good source of vitamin C, we often end up tipping a good deal down the sink, so eat fruit and vegetables raw whenever possible, or cook them without water by steaming, stir-frying or briefly cooking in the microwave.


Many minerals are also lost during food preparation and processing. Some calcium and iron is lost in the cooking water, but they are far more likely to be depleted by foods with high levels of oxalic acid (found in chocolate and rhubarb) and phytates (found in cereals, especially bran). Large amounts of minerals are lost during food refining. Believe it or not, about 80 per cent of zinc disappears in flour milling and 50 per cent is removed during rice polishing. The answer is to eat wholewheat flour and brown rice. There are other advantages to eating unrefined foods, too, as brown rice has fifteen times the selenium content of polished rice and wholemeal bread has twice the selenium found in white bread.
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Do You Get Enough?


The amount of vitamins and minerals needed by individuals on a daily basis is a matter of some debate. It is also a complex issue and one on which even the foremost nutrition experts cannot agree. Most countries in the world have devised a system of Recommended Daily Amounts (RDAs). These are not necessarily the amounts we should be aiming for in our diet, but are just above the bare minimum needed to prevent serious illness due to a deficiency. For example, too little vitamin C will result in scurvy, a life-threatening illness that used to kill several thousand sailors set at sea without any vitamin C from fresh fruit. The RDAs for vitamin C ensure that we will not develop scurvy, but are not enough to give us additional antioxidant protection.


The Issue of RDAs


The RDAs of vitamins and minerals are arbitrary amounts that vary widely between countries. They do not exist for every vitamin and mineral, even though each nutrient is essential for life. Here in the UK we fall some way behind the Americans, who generally have RDAs at levels about one-third higher than are advised in Britain. Some of the Scandinavian and Russian RDAs are higher still – so who is right? The answer is that no one really knows. Nutritional research has come such a long way in the last couple of decades that the goal posts are constantly changing. However, one thing is clear. Taken in sufficient quantity, some nutrients have the ability to help prevent disease and maximise our wellbeing. These are the kinds of levels that we should be aiming for. In most cases we can do this by eating a well-balanced diet, but in a few cases we may need to rely on supplements. This view is accepted by the government and there are several official recommendations for some people to take supplements on a daily basis, notably iron and folic acid.


In addition, our Recommended Daily Amounts are likely to rise in the future. A 1997 meeting of the National Academy of Sciences in America decided that the time had come to take a closer look at raising RDA vitamin and mineral levels. This powerful scientific board conducts reviews of nutritional standards and the last general review was in 1989. It has since announced that due to the tremendous advancement in nutritional research there is now a substantial need to review the position of nutrition – especially in the light of recent antioxidant research. For the first time in history, this prestigious board is talking in terms of setting higher levels of vitamin and mineral RDAs for optimising health as distinct to the lowest levels needed to prevent illness from a deficiency. With this in mind, the review panels in the United Kingdom have also looked at whether we should be getting far more vitamins and minerals in our diet than was previously thought necessary.
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