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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my brother, John A. Panyko, a generous soul and awesome attorney, who sometimes has the best advice for his little sister.


This book is also dedicated to you, its reader, who wonders if probiotics may help with your health problems or the problems of loved ones. May you find the answers you seek to lead you down a path to better health!





INTRODUCTION


If someone told you he had a product that could help resolve constipation and diarrhea, ward off infection, boost your immune system, assist your body in fighting off cancer, curb allergies, and even help you fight obesity, you would probably be pretty wary, but such a product does exist and you probably have it in your home at this very moment. This product is probiotics.


What exactly are probiotics? The World Health Organization defines probiotics as “Live microorganisms that, when administered in adequate amounts, confer a health benefit on the host.” The term comes from the Latin preposition pro meaning “for” and the Greek word biotikos meaning “life.” Probiotics are living microscopic creatures that you ingest to gain myriad health benefits—they are, in fact, beneficial microbes.


“Beneficial microbes” may seem like an oxymoron; after all, you no doubt have heard that microbes such as bacteria are bad, that they are the cause of illness and disease and must be eradicated from your home and living spaces if you want to stay healthy and germ-free. And while it is true that some microbes are bad for your body and do cause disease, this is not true for all microbes. In fact, in your body right now you have beneficial microorganisms that regulate your digestive system, immune system, and countless other body functions. These microbes are a necessary part of your body, but many of the things you do or consume can kill or injure them, leaving your body open to ailments.


Enter probiotics. These helpful microorgansims keep you functioning properly by helping you absorb important nutrients in your digestive tract, by reducing the presence of pathogens, and by regulating the removal of wastes out of your body. When you lose beneficial microbes—either through sickness or through certain medications like antibiotics or antifungals—it leaves your body vulnerable and then pathogenic forms of bacteria, viruses, and yeasts can take hold in your system causing everything from yeast infections and irritable bowl syndrome to eczema and hair loss.


There are now hundreds of known uses for probiotics that not only include digestive help but also benefits against many internal health conditions, from the common cold and asthma to certain forms of cancer. Probiotics can also help with your external health as well. They have been shown to help reduce the signs of aging, improve nails and hair, and even fight bad breath and acne. The benefits of probiotics can be felt throughout your entire body and mind.


In this book you will find 100 uses for probiotics to improve your health and well-being on the inside and the outside. You will learn how to take probiotics, which kind may be beneficial for your condition, and what the possible effects might be. You will discover that true health and beauty doesn’t come from big pharma companies or in those expensive tubs of beauty creams and lotions; it comes (literally) from within your own body and promoting the health and numbers of your beneficial microbes. So let’s get started on improving your health and your life!





PROBIOTICS AND THEIR MANY HEALTH BENEFITS


What Are Probiotics?


Probiotics are officially defined by the Joint Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations/World Health Organization Working Group as “Live microorganisms that, when administered in adequate amounts, confer a health benefit on the host.” Basically, probiotics at this point in time are live bacteria and yeasts that provide health benefits to you if you take them in adequate quantities.


Probiotics are not drugs (in the United States), although super potent forms may be obtained through prescription. As such, they are not intended to treat or cure any diseases, mental or physical. Probiotics are a complement to a healthy way of life filled with nutritious food, adequate exercise, restorative sleep, beneficial social engagements, reduced exposure to toxins, and hydration with clean water.


Probiotics are part of your body’s microbiota, your collection of microbes. The sum of the microbiota and its metabolic activities is called your microbiome. You will often see the word “microbiome” used to denote both the microbiota and its genetic and metabolic effects.


A Brief History of Probiotics


Microorganisms such as Archaea are believed by science to be the earliest life forms, with bacteria and yeasts, which are also microscopic organisms, not far behind. Although bacteria and yeast cells are much smaller than human cells, it may surprise you to know that your human cells have some basic processes in common with bacteria and yeasts.


Animals, including humans, have microbes inside them that benefit them in multiple ways. These microbes are in a loose sense like probiotics, but the definition of probiotics was established to designate those microbes that have been isolated, studied, tested in a laboratory dish and/or clinically in animals and/or humans, and proven to have beneficial properties. In many cases their genetic fingerprints were sequenced for identification purposes and also to check for potentially harmful genetic components. The official term “probiotics” established specific criteria for scientific studies and probiotic supplements, foods, and drinks.


While most probiotics are found only in probiotic supplements, you can find some probiotics and/or other beneficial microbes on raw produce; in raw, fermented foods and beverages such as yogurt, sauerkraut, kimchi, some cheeses, kefir, kombucha, and kvass; and in probiotic-fortified processed foods such as some breads and chocolates. Specific types of microbes used as probiotics are outlined in the following “Overview of Probiotic Microbes” section. Probiotics and other beneficial microorganisms are best used preventively and with variety, so for optimum results, indulge in them daily.


The concept of probiotics is credited to Élie Metchnikoff, a Russian scientist born in the mid-1800s, whose work provided profound insights into immunology and microbes. He developed a theory about aging that over the years had been forgotten in mainstream medicine but is now embraced by many scientists: namely, that health is influenced by toxic bacteria in the gastrointestinal (GI) tract. He is said to have noticed that people who lived to be over 100 years old in the Balkan States and Russia drank sour milk, which we now call yogurt or kefir, every day. In fact, Bulgarian yogurt cultures even today are regarded as highly therapeutic.


The Special Benefits of Probiotics


How can something as small as a microscopic organism be so important for health? The reason is that there is not just one microbe, nor a handful; there are approximately 1 trillion microbes per gram of feces. Microbes within you are found on your mucous membranes, spanning from your mouth to your anus, from your nasal passages to your lungs, in your urinary tract, and even on your eyes. In fact, in your digestive tract alone, it is calculated that for every cell of yours that is human, there are an equal number of bacterial cells.


There are also microbes that live on your skin, and different types prefer to live in different niches of your skin. Microbiota, the collection of microorganisms, are well adapted to live in and on your body, and while they benefit from resources you provide, under normal circumstances you benefit much more from everything they do for you.


Inside your body bacterial and other microbial cells live in close contact with your own cells, and in healthy conditions the thing that separates them from you is a layer of mucus. Between that layer of mucus and the inside of you is a layer of skin-like cells one-cell thick. One thing you have to understand about your gastrointestinal (GI) tract is that although it resides within you, it is really connected to the outside world, from your lips to your anus, and the things that protect you from the outside world are the mucus; the skin-like layer of cells with immune, nervous, and endocrine cells below it; and the beneficial microbes. At least 70 percent of your immune system is in your GI tract!


The beneficial microbes, including probiotics, live with other microbes that are either benign, pathogenic (disease-causing), or opportunistic, meaning that they normally play nicely but can get out of control if given the opportunity. Actually, any microbe can cause you problems if it ends up in a place other than where it is supposed to be. Such a scenario can happen with intestinal permeability, commonly called leaky gut. Leaky gut happens when the layer of skin-like cells in your GI tract develops gaps in between the cells, allowing food particles, toxins, microbes, and other hazards to enter your bloodstream, if not stopped by the immune system.


Since mucus, the thin layer of cells, and your immune system are your only defenses against the outside world within your digestive tract, it is very beneficial to you to have helpful microbes protecting you from potentially pathogenic microbes. These beneficial microbes can produce acids or antimicrobial products called bacteriocins, which hinder or kill pathogens. They can also stand in solidarity to prevent pathogens from taking up residence, or displace them if they do.


But beneficial microbes such as probiotics do more than just protect you from pathogens inside and outside your body. Probiotics can have significant effects on your digestion and nutrient absorption. They can utilize food substances, such as soluble fibers, that otherwise would be useless to your nutrition. They can break down substances in foods that keep you from absorbing the micronutrients inside. They not only protect against the consequences of rogue molecules passing through a leaky gut, but they assist your intestinal cells in staying healthy to optimize nutrient absorption. In addition, some of the metabolic by-products of probiotics, such as short-chain fatty acids and vitamin production, are very nourishing to your GI tract.


Probiotics have direct and indirect effects on your immune system. They can help tip an imbalance in an immune response, such as in seasonal allergies, to a more balanced state. Probiotics have direct and indirect effects on your nervous and endocrine systems, too, and are part of your enteric nervous system. They can influence every system in your body. The amount of probiotics shown to be beneficial in research for various conditions differs based on the population and condition studied, so no blanket recommendations can be made.


Cautions


There are many benefits to probiotics, but there are also a few cautions to heed as well. First, if you are immune compromised (catheters, cancer treatments, HIV, trauma, and so on), please consult your physician to check if there are any contraindications for using probiotics. Second, if you never used probiotics or a particular type of probiotic before, and/or never ate much raw food or indulged in fermented foods and drinks (such as sauerkraut, kimchi, kefir, or kombucha), please proceed slowly with probiotic use. Although probiotics are tiny organisms, they can have very potent effects on your body.


As you progress with increasing dosages of probiotics internally, you may experience increased abdominal gas, upset digestion with diarrhea, headache, fever, muscle pain, brain fog, and/or anxiety. If the symptoms become too uncomfortable, decrease the dosage for a few days and try again. These symptoms are your body’s way of telling you that things—such as a die-off of pathogens or an awakened intestinal reflex—are changing.


If you ever have shortness of breath, tightness in your throat, hives, or other symptoms of an allergic reaction, discontinue use immediately and seek medical help.


The side effects of probiotics as your body adapts to them are usually mild if you are generally healthy. Introduce probiotic foods, drinks, and supplements gradually and soon you will be reaping their benefits.


Overview of Probiotic Microbes


There are five main types of probiotics, each in its own classification called a genus. Within each genus there are multiple species, and within those species there are multiple strains. For example, Lactobacillus is a very common genus of probiotics. Within that genus are numerous species, such as rhamnosus. The genus and species of a microbe are always italicized, making it easy to know that a microbe is involved. In a species such as Lactobacillus rhamnosus (often abbreviated L. rhamnosus), there are many strains. An example of the name of a strain is L. rhamnosus GR-1.


Here are the most common genera you will encounter:


▪ Lactobacillus is a common genus of probiotic, and at least thirteen different species are used as probiotics. Lactobacillus is a common resident of your GI tract and is also commonly found in the vagina. It is found on raw produce, in many fermented foods and drinks, and in probiotic supplements.


▪ Bifidobacterium is another common genus, with at least seven species used as probiotics. Bifidobacterium is a normal resident of your GI tract and is the dominant microbe in breast milk. Probiotic supplements and fermented milk products are the best sources of Bifidobacterium.


▪ Streptococcus has two species that are probiotics, thermophilus and salivarius. Most others act either neutrally or pathogenically in you. Thermophilus is found in yogurt. Salivarius is found in normal oral microbiota. Both species are found in supplements.


▪ Bacillus is an interesting genus because these microbes have the ability to form endospores, tough outer coatings, when conditions are not suitable for them to flourish. There are five species of probiotic Bacillus: clausii, coagulans, indicus, licheniformis, and subtilis. Not every species of Bacillus is probiotic. Some Bacillus species are usually pathogens. Bacillus may normally be found in the GI tract, but they generally do not take up residence for long and will pass through and be eliminated if not replenished. Bacillus are common food spoilage organisms and are also found in probiotic supplements and in soil, air, and water.


▪ Another genus of probiotic that passes through your GI tract is a yeast, Saccharomyces. There are two species used probiotically, cerevisiae, found in baker’s and brewer’s yeast, and boulardii, found in supplements.


There are other lesser-utilized probiotics, including some Leuconostoc, Lactococcus, and Clostridium butyricum, and E. coli Nissle, among others.


The world of probiotics and the gut microbiome is an exciting one that is impacting and will continue to impact how health and medicine are viewed. Read on to discover more about it!





1: CALMS REACTIONS TO FOODS





Different people react to foods differently. What may be nourishing to one person may be another person’s poison. We don’t normally think of foods as being poisonous because they usually are not deadly, but foods can be toxic to a person who is allergic, intolerant, or sensitive to them. The difference in toxicity may show in symptoms.


In a food allergy, there is an immediate immune reaction to the offensive food. Classic allergic symptoms such as tingling lips, burning/tightness in the mouth/throat, gastrointestinal upset, difficulty breathing, rashes, hives, and even anaphylaxis may be present. Although any food can cause an allergic reaction, the most common offenders are peanuts, tree nuts, dairy, fish, shellfish, eggs, soy, and wheat.


In a food intolerance, the body is not able to properly handle the food, but there is not an allergic reaction. A classic example is lactose intolerance. Please see the section on lactose intolerance for more information.


In a food sensitivity, the immune reaction is delayed, usually several hours to days after the exposure. Food sensitivities are the most difficult to determine since there is not an immediate reaction. These kinds of issues with foods can cause a wide range of physical and mental problems. An elimination diet followed by reintroduction is one of the best ways to determine a food sensitivity.


Food allergies and sensitivities both involve the immune system, albeit in different ways. Many types of probiotics can help modulate the immune system, and they can calm these conditions, not only via immune regulation, but also through prevention of intestinal permeability, improved intestinal motility, and communication with your genes.





2: LESSENS SEASONAL ALLERGY REACTIONS





Seasonal respiratory allergies can cause itchy, watery eyes, scratchy throat, and an annoying runny, stuffy nose. Often called hay fever, seasonal respiratory allergies are your body’s response to otherwise innocuous substances such as pollen, outdoor mold spores, dust, and animal dander. These substances are allergens. Some allergens are only present in large quantities in the spring and fall. Others are present throughout the year. You might have allergies to different allergens that could leave you suffering year-round.


The reason for your suffering is an overreaction by your body to the allergens. Your body detects these allergens and mounts a massive immune response attack against them, including the release of histamine and other chemicals in a futile attempt to protect you. Many times there is a threshold at which you can no longer tolerate your total allergen load, and that is when symptoms balloon. Aside from monitoring allergen counts and avoiding allergens as much as possible (also vacuuming frequently, reducing carpeting, washing bedding frequently, and so on), did you know that there are other treatment options besides allergy shots and antihistamines?


Oral probiotics are helpful because 70−80 percent of your immune system is in your gastrointestinal tract, so ingesting various forms of probiotics can help balance your immune system from the inside out. Probiotics species in the Bifidobacterium and Lactobacillus genera as well as some Bacillus have shown efficacy in reducing seasonal allergic symptoms. Probiotics work best preventively, so take them year-round.


In addition to diet and lifestyle modifications, probiotics help get to the root of the problem and calm down the response of the immune system to seasonal allergens.





3: IMPROVES ANEMIA





Are you feeling run down? Getting sick frequently? You could have a case of common iron-deficiency anemia. Your body needs small amounts of iron, carried in hemoglobin in red blood cells in your blood, to carry oxygen to tissues for energy production and to act as a catalyst in various reactions in the body.


Iron-deficiency anemia can be caused by blood loss (menstruation, ulcers, hemorrhoids, and colon cancer, among others); inability to meet the body’s needs (pregnancy, childbirth, recovery from injury, and cancers); and increased destruction of red blood cells (from inherited conditions such as sickle cell anemia and thalassemia, or toxins such as venom, drugs, or trauma).
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