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Introduction


I first wrote this guide as a mother of both a baby and toddler. I have since had three more children – so five in all – who are now at various ages and stages of life. Feeding small children well remains a key area of concern and interest for much of my ‘wellbeing’ work. We all care deeply for our children and want the very best for them. Unfortunately, when it comes to modern-day food processing our children can often be short-changed. It’s so vital that our children receive the best possible nutrition in their early, formative years to help them grow health and strong. With the help of this book, you’ll find out just how easy it is to feed your small ones with the right foods to build their future. Many complex books have been written about weaning, childhood nutrition and welfare, but this small book is designed as a simple guide to help you navigate through the maze of information you need in an easy and straightforward way. I wish you and your family the very best of health – both now and for the years to come.


Liz Earle
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Food for Life


From the day a baby is born, our children need food to grow and develop. Their food not only enables the baby to live, but also determines their quality of life. Whatever you feed them contributes greatly to their health, both now and in the future, and is a wonderful gift to be enjoyed.


Setting the Pattern


From day one you’re setting the tastes and eating habits of another person. While your children are unable to look after themselves and make their own decisions, you decide these things instead. Is this really relevant, you might ask? The simple answer is yes! Give your baby a sweet tooth now and your child is likely to always crave unhealthy sugary foods. According to a US study published in 2007, ‘eating behaviors evolve during the first years of life as biological and behavioral processes directed towards meeting requirements for health and growth… Because infants are born into a wide variety of cultures and cuisines, they come equipped as young omnivores with a set of behavioral predispositions that allow them to learn to accept the foods made available to them.’ But it is not just a danger of creating bad eating habits for adulthood which should affect what you decide to feed your baby; the food your baby eats now has a dramatic impact on their health both present and future. The message is clear – it is never too early to start.


Diet and Health


So-called ‘diseases of affluence’ affect people in developed Western societies and are linked to poor nutrition. These include heart disease and high blood pressure, diet-related cancers, obesity, late-onset diabetes and also an increased risk of strokes. The NHS spends more than £5.8 billion every year coping with the effects of our poor diet.


All this is relevant to your tiny baby because the damage can start early. The early signs of fatal heart disease, such as arterial plaque and fatty streaks in the arteries, can be found as early as one to two years of age. The blood pressure of children under ten in developed Western societies is significantly higher than those in traditional non-Western societies. Autopsies on children as young as eight years old already show evidence of the early stages of heart disease. The good news is that studies with young children have shown that a change in diet which cuts down on saturated fats and increases fibre, protein and carbohydrate intake can significantly reduce cholesterol levels, even over relatively short periods. This is especially noteworthy for those who come from families with histories of heart disease or high heart-disease risk factors.


Tooth decay must be the most prevalent disorder in our society. More than half of our children suffer tooth decay in their first teeth. A staggering 90 per cent of the population will suffer from tooth decay in their second teeth while still in their teens. A poor diet will not only hurt the oral health of your child, but also your purse. Directly relevant to dental health are the inappropriately called ‘baby drinks’. It is also shocking how many babies are given sweets and confectionery at a very early age. From a government survey of the diets of six- to eighteen-month-old babies it was found than 62 per cent of the 12- to 18-month-old children were given sugar, preserves and confectionery. The entire British population spent more than £11 million on confectionery in 2015. No wonder the British nation has such a history of tooth decay.


Diet and Development


Good nutrition is essential for the development of every child. Children who don’t obtain the essential vitamins, minerals and other nutrients, such as essential fatty acids, from their diets do not grow as much in comparison to other children. They also suffer more frequently from infections and lose valuable time from school.


There is also evidence that diet affects mental as well as physical development. Studies into this possible link began back in the 1960s. One study followed 6000 babies in Brazil; started in 1982, results published in The Lancet in 2015. Those who were breastfed had a slightly higher IQ, spent longer in education and ultimately earned more money when they embarked on careers. Researchers at the Medical Research Council’s Dunn Nutrition Unit in Cambridge found that premature babies who had been fed their mother’s milk by tube had, by the time they reached seven or eight years of age, significantly higher IQs than those who were given formula feeds. Given that almost 300,000 children suffer from learning difficulties in the UK, these findings are significant for the future intelligence of the nation. Interestingly, children who are autistic appear to respond even more to ‘nutrition therapy’ and more research is clearly needed in this important area.


Appoint Yourself as Health Engineer


You decide everything for your child: it’s only fair – given the far-reaching consequences – to provide the best diet possible. Providing a nutritious balanced diet doesn’t mean an expensive outlay, in fact it usually works out to be a lot less costly than a diet that consists largely of expensive commercial baby food. As a general rule, a baby or toddler can eat a small amount of the food you give to the rest of the family (although without salt), which allows you to take advantage of bulk-buying and reduces preparation time. You also lose nothing on the taste front, either. Healthy food is probably amongst the tastiest there is and has a far more natural taste than commercial foods, which need additives to make them palatable.


As a baby and then a toddler, your child is growing and developing at an incredible rate. It’s also the time of life when a person is learning at their fastest rate. You could say foundations are being laid – and you would not expect a house built on poor foundations to stand for very long. So appoint yourself as a responsible engineer of your child’s future health. Your child’s health and wellbeing is simply too important to ignore.
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A Child’s Nutrition


It’s important and relevant for us all to understand the basics of nutrition. The big building blocks are the macronutrients – proteins, carbohydrates and fats. Equally necessary are the tiny blocks of the micronutrients – vitamins and minerals. More important for life than food is water; a human being can last for more than three weeks without food but for only a few days without water. These six elements are the essentials for a healthy life.


The Macronutrients


PROTEIN


The word ‘protein’ is derived from the Greek, meaning basic or fundamental, and proteins are fundamental to all living matter. In humans, protein accounts for 17 per cent of our total body mass. Proteins are used for the growth and repair of our bodies, being required for these purposes by each individual cell. Any extra can be stored and used later as a source of energy. Some proteins are termed ‘essential’ as our bodies cannot synthesise them and it is necessary for us to acquire them from our diet. Proteins are made from over twenty amino acids and it is important that we receive our full share of these.


Good sources of protein are fish, meat, dairy produce, grains, pulses (especially soya beans), nuts and seeds. The animal sources of protein are both more concentrated and available in a more readily usable form than the vegetable sources. This means that vegetarians have to take care to eat enough protein, but as long as they are aware of this need it poses no problem. It can also be perfectly healthy to bring up babies and toddlers as vegetarians (see The Vegetarian Baby).


CARBOHYDRATE


Carbohydrates are made up of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen. They are manufactured by plants through the process of photosynthesis. This is when the plant makes starch using the energy from sunlight. Carbohydrates form a large part of our diet and are an important source of energy.


There is a whole spectrum of differently sized molecules within the carbohydrates. The size of molecule provides a rough guide to the value of that type of carbohydrate in terms of nutrition – the larger the molecule, the better the carbohydrate is for us. This is because the larger molecules are found in complex carbohydrates, which release their energy gradually. Complex carbohydrates are such foods as potatoes, pasta, grains and bread, which it has been advised make up the majority of our diet, although this dietary rule is now being challenged. We certainly need to limit our refined carbohydrate intake. These come from the smaller molecules, which are refined carbs and sugars, which release their energy very swiftly into the blood. Although this can provide a pick-me-up, it is very short-lived and is rapidly followed by a blood sugar low, which makes us feel tired, lethargic and can even cause headaches. This sugar ‘low’ also creates a craving for more sugar which, if indulged in, can result in a cycle of cravings, energy bursts and depressing lows. This leads to many health problems and weight gain.


When talking about sugar, it is important to draw a distinction between extrinsic and intrinsic sugar. Intrinsic sugar is that naturally found in a food, such as fructose in fruit and lactose in milk, while extrinsic sugar is that which is added to food and it is this which is not only bad for us but also totally unnecessary. If someone (including your toddler) does have a sugar craving, try to satisfy it with some fruit – white grapes cut in half from top to bottom rather than round their middles (to reduce choking risk) are especially good, being a fun snack to eat and more than sweet enough. The advantage of the intrinsic sugar, fructose, in the fruit does not mean ‘empty calories’ as your child is also getting a healthy dose of vitamins and dietary fibre.


The largest size of carbohydrate molecule is found in cellulose, more commonly known as dietary fibre, which is indigestible. Although this does not provide nutrition as it cannot be absorbed, it is essential for keeping our digestive systems operating effectively and healthily.


There is a vitally important point to be made about carbohydrates: the distinction between refined and unrefined carbohydrates. The unrefined and more natural forms are definitely the healthier alternatives. The refined forms have often been stripped of most if not all of their vitamins and minerals and a large proportion of dietary fibre. It is very easy to make the change from refined to unrefined versions and this simple switch can improve everyone’s diet – from babies and beyond.




Table X


Refined versus unrefined foods






	REFINED = LESS HEALTHY


	UNREFINED = HEALTHIER







	
Sugars:

Sugar (including anything made with sugar, e.g. biscuits, cakes, jellies, soft drinks, etc.)

Sweets

Honey (not suitable until your baby is a year old due to botulism risk)



	
Sugars:

Fruit

Vegetables

Juices (fruit/vegetable)

Puddings and biscuits, etc. made with the sugars found in fruit








	
Complex carbohydrates:

White flour, bread and pasta

White rice

Processed breakfast cereals (although some are better than others)



	
Complex carbohydrates:

Brown flour, bread and pasta

Brown rice

Wholegrain breakfast cereals

Potatoes

Pulses









FATS


Fat is a necessary component of our bodies. Fat keeps us warm, is a store of energy, keeps our skin and arteries supple, protects our internal organs and is essential for proper brain function. In a normal man it accounts for about 12 per cent of the total body weight and in a woman about 25 per cent.


But fat has had a very bad press over the years. This is slightly misleading as we do actually need to eat some fat, however, most of us eat too much of it, particularly fat of the wrong sort. Recommendations are that we get no more than 11 per cent of all our calories from saturated fat, but the average intake is around 12.6 per cent. More significant than the amount is the type of fat we eat.


Although all fats and oils look the same, they can vary chemically in ways that can profoundly affect our health. There are three main types – saturated, monounsaturated and polyunsaturated.


Saturated fats are mostly of animal origin, as in red meat and dairy produce, and are the easiest to identify as they tend to be solid at room temperature (for example, butter, cheese and lard). From the plant kingdom we have coconut and palm oils, both also high in saturates. These two are termed oils, since in the countries where they are produced the climate is warm, so they are liquid. In our cooler northern climates they are normally solid fats. The reason we are advised to avoid this type of fat is because a diet high in saturates is more likely to increase the ‘bad’ form of cholesterol, the so-called low-density lipoprotein (LDL), which encourages deposits in the arteries and raises the risk of heart attacks and thrombosis.


Unsaturated fats are considered to be the most beneficial to health. Depending, again, on their structure they can be either monounsaturated or polyunsaturated. Monounsaturated fats are found in plant oils such as olive, rapeseed and avocado. Many nutritionists consider them to be neutral, which means that, while not clogging up the arteries as saturated fats do, they may not provide so many extra benefits to health.


The healthiest fats of all are considered to be the polyunsaturates, although even this simple statement is controversial and constantly under review. Polyunsaturates fall into two main types, or families: omega-3 and omega-6. (You may also see these written on supplement packs as ω-3 and ω-6.) These two families differ from each other in only tiny ways yet the difference is quite critical to our bodies. The families are totally separate from each other and cannot be converted from one to another. Both are indispensable to our health and since we cannot make them for ourselves, they must be supplied in small amounts in the food we eat.


The omega-3 and omega-6 families are found in oily fish and vegetable oils respectively. Oily fish contain the most significant levels of omega-3 polyunsaturates, although some forms of omega-3 do come from vegetable sources, such as flax. The omega-6 polyunsaturates are found primarily in vegetable oils such as sunflower, sesame and safflower seed oils.


Perhaps the greatest good news about polyunsaturated fats is the protection that they can give us against the Western world’s biggest killer – heart disease. Omega-6 polyunsaturates, such as sunflower or safflower oil, are believed to do this by reducing the levels of ‘bad’ cholesterol, or low-density lipoprotein (LDL), in the bloodstream and are often promoted in low-fat diets. However, there is some evidence to suggest that these omega-6 fats also have the unwanted side-effect of reducing levels of the ‘good’ type of cholesterol, called high-density lipoprotein (HDL), whose function is to prevent cholesterol deposits from settling in our arteries. It’s all a question of balance; the normal ratio of HDL to LDL in the human body is thought to be 1:5 (one part of HDL to five of LDL), which means that the HDL has to work hard to carry the cholesterol away from the cells and back to the liver, where it is converted into bile acid prior to excretion. An excess of omega-6 polyunsaturates may disrupt the delicate balance between the lipoproteins, tipping it in favour of the less-desirable LDLs. This casts a shadow over the health-giving claims made by the makers of polyunsaturated spreads and cooking oils and has led to heated debates between the food industry and some medics. Perhaps more importantly, though, many polyunsaturated products are highly processed by the time they reach our shopping trolley and this refining destroys many of their benefits. So, although omega-6 polyunsaturates are ‘healthy’ an excess, or any kind of processing to damage them, may have a more negative impact on our health, so we should use them with some degree of caution.


The omega-3 polyunsaturates, provided in fish oils, are a far better option as they can give us so many important health benefits, seemingly without any of the risks.


The Micronutrients


VITAMINS


Vitamins are essential for complete health. The human body is unable to manufacture them (with the sole exception of vitamin D, which is produced in the skin in the presence of sunlight) so they must be obtained from the food we eat. Diets lacking in particular vitamins may produce vitamin deficiency diseases, including scurvy and rickets. However, they are not needed simply to prevent these diseases but also for the efficient day-to-day running of the complex machine of the human body. Research has shown that vitamins have an amazing impact on our health. Many of us do not receive the levels of vitamins necessary for this optimum nutrition, though. If your children follow a well-balanced diet filled with fresh, wholesome foods they will receive a good input of vitamins, but even this may not be sufficient, especially with the destruction of vitamins in foods through storage and processing methods and the increased needs of our bodies caused by today’s pollution and stressful living, so you may like to consider taking a good multivitamin and mineral supplement to top-up any shortfall. The NHS recommends that all babies and toddlers are given children’s vitamin drops, containing vitamins A, C and D, every day from the age of six months until they are at least two years old and preferably until five years old. It’s best to talk to your doctor or health visitor to find out if your child needs supplements; these liquids are available from chemists, or if you qualify for the NHS Healthy Start scheme you can get them for free. However, the NHS recommendations are that babies who are having more than 500ml (about a pint) of infant formula milk a day shouldn’t be given vitamin supplements as their formula is already fortified with certain nutrients, so they won’t require further supplementation. As children grow older it should be noted that their vitamin requirements increase, so again a multi-vitamin and mineral supplement may be beneficial. Remember to check that the supplement is suitable for children, as they should not be given adult dosages.
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