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DEDICATION

As always I dedicate everything I write first and foremost to my three daughters Charlotte, Coco and Chloe. They continue to lovingly and supportively share with me my passion for writing and helping others to live long and healthy lives.

I also want to dedicate this book to my Facebook community – The Sarah Di Lorenzo Community – who are the most inspirational, kind, supportive and amazing group of like-minded people living their best lives.

And to my mum and dad, Nick and Terry, who have always been there, two people who are as beautiful inside as they are out.
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FOREWORD BY DR GINNI MANSBERG

‘I’ve lost two more kilos,’ declared Kate, a 58-year-old patient of mine whose weight has been a life-long challenge until now. The secret of her success? The various 10:10 books by her hero Sarah Di Lorenzo of Channel 7’s Sunrise fame who shows you how to reach your ideal weight through healthy eating. Kate comes in every couple of months advocating for her latest favourite Sarah recipe. ‘They’re so easy! And delicious!’ she declares. I agree. They’re the best! ‘I’ll tell Sarah,’ I promise her. I brag a bit. Because Sarah’s my friend. Lucky me!

Sarah is the friend everyone wants. She is supportive, genuine, heaps of fun, honest and seriously smart! When I first met her I thought, she’s so intimidating! She’s always smiling, she is tiny, has perfect daughters and dresses like a supermodel. But luckily, she is also weirdly normal and just plain nice. Sarah is as supportive, warm and genuine as the person you see on your screens each day. And I’d expect no less. In case you haven’t worked it out by now, our Sunrise ‘family’ are an incredible team on and off the tele. You can’t fake that kind of chemistry or that kind of genuine warmth and humour. So, as the Sunrise nutritionist and the Sunrise GP respectively, we’re a bit of a TV couple.

I’ve been cooking Sarah’s recipes myself for years. I’m an unabashed fan. And then, be still my beating heart, I found out she was doing a deep dive into my favourite subject, gut health! Oh joy!

Sarah and I found out early in our relationship that we share a passion for the 100 trillion microbes – the good, bad, ugly and 100% fascinating – that inhabit our gut. Sarah is passionate about all things health, but her gut has at times been her Achilles heel. Mine is basically the intestinal equivalent of Mary Poppins. Practically perfect in every way. But as a GP, bloating, abdominal discomfort, weight gain and dyspepsia (refluxy feelings) are constant concerns for many of my patients of every age and stage.

Why is gut health having a moment all of a sudden? If you think that it’s like backcombing your fringe or sun-dried tomatoes, and destined to be ‘so yesterday’, think again. But wait, let me backtrack a little. When I first started in general practice, trying to find out what was growing in your gut was fraught. We had to take a sample of poo and pop a bit on a Petri dish and see what was growing when we checked it out under a microscope. Nothing was the usual result. But the development of technology that allowed us to identify trillions of bugs simply and relatively cheaply led to a boom in research. And hey, these little fellas are no innocent bystanders, hitching a lift around your body, feasting on the food your body doesn’t need.

We now know that the gut microbiome does far more than regulate the amount of gas (or flatulence), bloating and reflux you have, or your stool composition. They directly provide you with essential nutrients that are needed for a well-functioning brain and other organs. They also help you to absorb these nutrients. Most fascinatingly, these microscopic angels are involved in functions critical to your health and wellbeing. Recent advances in microbiome research have shown us that they actively help manage our circadian rhythms, our metabolism, our immunity and as a result, the functioning of our organs from our heart and brain to our skin.

These days we see the host (us) and our microscopic consorts as inextricably linked.

So, what do we do with this rapidly evolving information? Lots of us have spent thousands of dollars on probiotic pills and powders containing living organisms that we hope can become part of the zoo in our gut and do all manner of good things for the myriad body systems they are meant to help drive. Alas, it’s not that simple. Your new bugs are fussy about what they’ll eat. If you put the bugs into your gut but don’t supply them with a menu they enjoy, they will walk with their feet. And in this book Sarah teaches you that the best probiotics are in your food! So easy and so much more effective!

There are other ways that this incredible book is different. Sarah pays the respect to our gut health that it deserves, acknowledging the complex interplay between diet, bugs and body output. Sarah is here to satisfy the fussiest microscopic guest. In no time, not only will the first symptoms of dysbiosis (bad gut bug mix) such as bloating and flatulence disappear, but your entire body will feel different. All the while, her recipes look Insta worthy, taste incredible and are both cheap and easy to prepare for a family on a budget. That’s right, no trawling the most out-there aisles of your health food retailer. Sarah’s all about common sense and a simple trip to the supermarket for the ingredients to keep you healthy. She’s also all about curling up with a nice meaty medical journal. And yes, we have that in common too, but I digress!

Making healthy habits achievable matters to me a lot. Like Sarah, I was a single mum for quite a few years. We each raised our three respective children on a tight budget while working full time and having neither time nor money for the kinds of recipes that have so many steps. With those recipes I’d need half a day to meal prep for the family! My patients, like me, want recipes that are not only healthy, but also realistic. And that will impress our MasterChef judges at our kitchen tables each night! BINGO!

Circling back to my patient Kate, she’s so excited about this new book. As am I! I have in Sarah a terrific partner. Not just a friendly face at 6 am in the studio and a friendly voice on the end of the phone, but a wonderful, passionate, practical and very knowledgeable partner.

Congratulations on this incredible achievement, Sarah! I’m so proud of you and so thrilled to have this book for my patients and for myself!

[image: Image]






INTRODUCTION

I can honestly say that I’ve loved every part of putting this book together. I love sharing information with all of you so you can understand more about your bodies, health and wellness. I’m a big believer in never just telling, but also educating and explaining. The human body fascinates me – our inbuilt survival system, hormones, brain health and gut health – and how it is all interlinked.

The gut is such an interesting system, yet it’s something that causes people huge amounts of embarrassment. People are obsessed with the gut. The gut’s very functions can set the mood for someone’s day. Many people can have a bad day if they’ve missed their regular morning bowel movement, and constipation makes many people feel irritable. I could go on with endless stories about people passing wind as well!

About 50% of the adult population have gut complaints/problems, and one in seven adults experience distressing gut symptoms. As a practitioner, I’ve talked to thousands of people about their bowel health. It’s one of the questions in my initial consultation because the gut is the foundation of our health – it’s linked to inflammation, immunity, mood, metabolism, mental health, skin health, weight, stress, sleep, emotions, life span and our overall sense of wellbeing. While many people are shy about sharing their gut health, others talk openly about it. I often think about the Covid lockdowns and about our obsession with toilet paper. People were having fights in supermarkets over toilet paper, which sealed my belief that people are obsessed with their gut/bowel health. I often laugh with my friends and family about how particular people can be when it comes to their guts or bowels. It’s very entertaining.

When writing this book, I took a deep look at my own gut health, having self-diagnosed non-coeliac gluten sensitivity in myself when I was fifteen years old. The results were fascinating – a game changer in how I’ll look at my own health. I discovered that I have certain opportunistic bacteria (or ‘bad’ gut bacteria), which are genetic and clearly explain my lifelong gut issues. I also discovered that I don’t produce enough of a particular digestive enzyme, which explains why I don’t like to eat much red meat. But the biggest eye-opener was how stress affects my gut. My stress comes from running around, raising my three daughters as a sole parent, plus I often work 16-hour days. On the positive side, I’ve got plenty of good bacteria, which are linked to easily maintaining my weight. And yes, I have a treatment plan to get on top of this in this book, which is very exciting.


I have a Facebook community called The Sarah Di Lorenzo Community. I would love you to join and see our members’ many comments about bowels and their movements. Most conversations are about people’s health goals, wellness programs, weight-loss stories and recipes. Members of our community include those who are on my programs – such as The 10:10 Plan or my detox programs – as well as recipe lovers and people interested in being their best selves, living their best lives and supporting others. It’s a safe platform full of care and kindness.
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I’m going to change the way you see our incredible gut – this organ is like a second brain; it’s extremely smart and is the absolute core of our good health, longevity, mood, wellness and so much more.

You’re going to fall in love with your gut and learn to appreciate your gorgeous bacteria (or residents, you could also call them). You, like me, will end up being in awe of everything the gut does for us.


You’re about to embark on a journey to understand everything about the gut. You’ll learn about what gut health really is, why it’s so important and everything to do with the microbiome. You’ll discover our amazing gut bacteria: how incredible they are, how they function, and who the good and bad guys are. We’ll talk probiotics and prebiotics, and why these are vital to good health.


I’ll run through the anatomy of the gut and how it affects our entire body. You’ll find out how our gut communicates with us, understand when it is happy or sad, and get tips on how to keep it happy.



Our lifestyle choices affect our gut health – we’ll drill down into the main lifestyle factors that can trigger ill gut health. We’ll talk about the intestinal barrier and immunity, as well as how the gut is linked to our mental health, mood and even our brain!


You’ll learn about the different types of diseases and disorders of the gut, from FODMAPs and SIBO to Crohn’s disease and gluten intolerance, each with a ‘day on a plate’ menu plan.



We’ll look at the best and the worst foods and beverages for our gut, including sugar, artificial sweeteners, fats, fibre, fermented foods, alcohol and coffee. We’ll also discuss how different diets, such as the Western and Mediterranean diets, impact our gut health.


This book takes a holistic approach to gut health. You’ll learn about the relationship between the gut and sleep; stress and heart health; weight, exercise, skin and longevity. You’ll be armed with facts, tips, plans and solutions to have optimal gut health.



Along the way, I’ll share lots of my own personal stories, which have made me who I am today – someone who loves to educate, share, help and wish for you all to live your best lives with optimal health.

Once you read this book, you’ll never look at your gut the same way again. You will love and cherish all that it does for us. I certainly do.








CHAPTER 1 WHAT IS GUT HEALTH?


Did you know your gut health begins at birth and develops in the first three years of life? One simple statement can give you a sense of our gut’s importance:

Our gut health governs our overall health.

When we use the term ‘gut’, we’re talking our gastrointestinal system or tract (GI tract). This is made up of the oesophagus, stomach, intestines, colon and bowel, a long tube running from the mouth to the anus. So many people think we’re just talking about the bowel when we’re referring to gut health. The main function of the gut is to digest, absorb and eliminate waste from the body. Good gut health is having a healthy body with next to no digestive complaints and a healthy and balanced gut microbiome.

Our large intestine contains fungi, viruses, bacteria and other microorganisms that happily live there, which we call our microbiome. These bacteria break down food for the body to use; the goal of good gut health is to have a variety of beneficial bacteria and minimal opportunistic ones. These bacteria are influenced by what we put into our mouths, so we can grow or starve different types by changing and manipulating our diet. One example of this is when people go on a diet to get rid of Candida – they stop eating sugary carbohydrates to starve the Candida. It’s a hard diet to follow but it can be done!


Our body breaks down what we eat and drink into nutrients, including macronutrients (fats, proteins and carbohydrates) and micronutrients (vitamins and minerals) on their journey through our digestive system. We need these nutrients for energy, fuel and to keep us alive. The wonderful microorganisms living inside our small and large intestines are what help break down these nutrients. There are trillions of these microorganisms living inside each of us, which outnumber human cells by ten to one. Because they are so tiny, they make up about 2% of our body weight, so you can use this to estimate how much gut bacteria you have. These microorganisms play a vital role in our overall health.
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10 to 1

The microorganisms living in our body outnumber our own cells by this much!

Our digestive system and all the residents living in it are far from shy in letting you know when they’re not feeling well. They express their unhappiness by constipation, bloating, flatulence, diarrhoea and abdominal pain. When they’re feeling great, you have no symptoms – just a well-oiled machine running smoothly.

We need to pay attention to the messages our gut gives us, so we can make the right choices and embrace quality of life. Put simply, when our gut isn’t happy we’re irritated, and when it’s happy we feel great. Isn’t this inspiration enough to embrace good gut health?
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Why is gut health important?

The gut is the foundation of everything. About 2500 years ago, Hippocrates the ancient Greek physician said, ‘All disease begins in the gut.’ Every time we eat and drink, we’re either feeding disease or fighting it.
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The number of people globally who suffer from functional gastrointestinal disorders of varying severity has been estimated at 40%. In one study, researchers examined 73,000 people in thirty-three countries for disorders in the entire gastrointestinal tract: the upper oesophagus and stomach (including indigestion, heartburn and acid reflux) and the intestines (including bloating, irritable bowel syndrome [IBS], abdominal distension and chronic constipation). They collected data from interviews and questionnaires.
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4 in 10 people worldwide have gastrointestinal disorders.

Why and where are so many of us going wrong?

My initial thoughts are:


	having a poor diet with lots of processed and refined foods, especially refined carbohydrates

	consuming alcohol

	taking medications

	not drinking enough water

	not eating enough fruit, vegetables, legumes and whole grains

	eating in excess

	not having a healthy lifestyle.



I’m going to explore these factors throughout this book to help you learn about our gastrointestinal tract, gut health and how to take care of this incredible system for your long-term health and wellness. Life is too short to be living with these extremely uncomfortable symptoms of poor gut health.

Understanding your gut health should inspire you to take better care of it. Over my many years as a practitioner, I’ve found that we’re all a little bit obsessed with what our gut does rather than how it functions. Everyone I’ve ever asked about the regularity of their bowel movements (which is a question in all my initial consultations, no matter what the treatment protocol or presenting complaints) has answered very quickly. I’m yet to meet someone who doesn’t know how often they go to the bathroom; many will even share what triggers they have up their sleeve to get a bowel movement happening.


Many people think of the gut as only being associated with going to the toilet – a tube that sits inside us, makes a few noises here and there, and eliminates faeces. Some people feel shame and embarrassment about their gut, which I find quite entertaining when I find this system so fascinating. This book will hopefully change your opinion, as you learn that our incredible gut is nothing to have shame about, but is to be celebrated.




	
1. Our gut absorbs nutrients and uses them to fuel our body. It also helps other food be digested to maintain our health. We need our gut working well for all our other body systems, too. When our gut is out of balance, our immune system will struggle and impact our neurotransmitters, such as the feel-good serotonin. Research indicates that poor gut health is linked to anxiety and depression.



95% of the feel-good neurotransmitter serotonin is produced in the gut.


	
2. Our gut is where we eliminate toxins and metabolic waste. If the gut is unhealthy, it becomes sluggish and removing these toxins can be challenging. This leads to issues such as generalised inflammation, low energy and chronic illnesses presenting with symptoms like flatulence, brain fog, constipation, diarrhoea, abdominal pain and joint pain. This links with the brain, our control centre that we sometimes refer to as the second brain. It is all connected.





What affects our gut health?


Many factors affect our gut health, not just what we eat. Being stressed, using antibiotics for long periods and having a poor diet will lead to poor gut health. Diet, exercise, medications and genetics can also impact the composition and diversity of our gut bacteria, the effects of which ricochet throughout the body, influencing health for better or worse.

We all have our own unique microbiome – foods that are amazing for some can be detrimental to others.


Our gut microbiome may even influence our longevity, based on studies done on the gut bacteria of groups of people or communities that live to about 100. These communities are known as Blue Zones, with people who are generally disease-free, lean, happy, healthy and with a healthy weight (for more, see page 140). When the diets of these people were studied, the common denominator was that they were all rich in grains, nuts, vegetables, beans and fresh fruit, all fibre-containing foods. These foods feed the good bacteria in our gut, therefore giving us a healthy microbiome.
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Athletic performance.

The gut can influence your athletic performance. A healthy gut improves energy metabolism, supplying muscles with nutrients and oxygen when exercising. This process modulates levels of inflammation and speeds up tissue repair after training sessions or competing, improving your ability and performance, and supporting a speedy recovery.




Gut feelings.

Our gut feelings are our intuition and instincts. How many times have you felt nervous and ran to the toilet? Or had a ‘gut feeling’ something was going to happen, and it did? I know many high-performing people who talk about how fear, stress, excitement and nerves impact their gut reactions, with many running to the toilet before performing or public speaking.




Bacteria in balance.

Our microbiome is the foundation of our health; finding a balance between the good and bad bacteria is key. When our gut isn’t healthy, it impacts our immunity. When I work with patients on their immune system, I start with their gut, getting that healthy first before looking at other aspects of their health.




Autoimmune diseases.

Our gut health is linked to autoimmune diseases, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, sleep issues, cancer and other gastrointestinal disorders, which I will expand on throughout the book. When our microbiome is disrupted, this will be a factor in these diseases as well as our mood and quality of life.
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Weight, mental and skin health.

Our gut influences our weight, mental health and skin health. As soon as a patient in my clinic presents with any of these three issues, I know their gut health is compromised. Over my many years as a practitioner, I see ever-growing interest in why our gut health is important – research now demonstrates how our gut can impact every organ in our body.

Eating lots of fruit, vegetables, whole grains and legumes is the foundation of what our gut loves. And we want a happy gut.








CHAPTER 2 UNDERSTANDING THE GUT MICROBIOME


What is gut health and the gut microbiome?

You can think of the gut microbiome as an ecosystem. It is a world consisting of trillions of microorganisms, known as microbes or microbiota, with about 1000 different species. Our gut bacteria is like a big family with grandparents, parents and grandchildren, otherwise known as phyla, genera and species.

Bacteria, parasites, fungi and viruses all live together in the gastrointestinal tract, the tube from our mouth to anus. They are all critical for our health, which is why we’re now hearing so much about them. On some level, we’re all aware of how important our gut health really is. Remember that quote from Hippocrates? All disease begins in the gut.

The many roles of our microbiota include digesting food and helping to absorb and synthesise (create) nutrients. They also help to regulate our metabolism, immune function, mood, brain function and body weight. Bet I have your attention now! How incredible are they?

While we all have our own unique microbial footprint, many factors will influence the type and amount of bacteria in our bodies.

Ideally, these bugs all live happily together, going about their jobs. When out of balance, however, the bad guys can dominate the good ones, which is harmful to us and promotes disease. None of us have the same microbiota; like our fingerprint we all have unique gut flora. Our microbiota was originally determined by our DNA, but research suggests that even though we have host genetics, our gut microbiome is primarily shaped by our environment.

Let’s start at the beginning of our lives. An unborn baby in their mother’s womb lives in the completely sterile environment of the amniotic sac, receiving sustenance of pre-digested food and oxygen via the placenta. When the newborn travels down the birth canal, bacteria enter the baby, which is the start of the baby’s microbiome.

I’ve always encouraged women to avoid a caesarean section if possible, but there are many reasons why some women can’t or choose not to deliver vaginally, which I completely understand. If you do have a C-section, my advice is to look into vaginal seeding but try to breastfeed for as long as possible, or look for formula that has prebiotics and probiotics. Also consider probiotic supplements for your baby. There are many amazing ones available now that are safe for infants.

The acidity of the bacteria Lactobacillus is what protects us as babies.
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Once born, babies are exposed to whatever they encounter in their environment as newborns. Overall, it takes about two to three years for an infant to develop their gut flora from birth. As life goes on, a baby’s environmental exposures and diet will change over time. Their choices/exposures will influence their gut bacteria, which can either be beneficial or increase disease risk. Obviously, babies pick up bacteria by putting things into their mouths. Have you ever noticed babies doing this? My three daughters sure did, from keys, toys and furniture to just about anything they could touch or pick up. Not forgetting babies putting their mouths on your skin; playing with other kids; or being at the playground, day care or with pets.



2–3 years

is how long it takes for babies to develop their gut flora.


Sarah’s story

My youngest daughter had a dummy for her first three years. I loved the dummy because it was instant gratification for her when she was tired or restless, and for me as a busy mum with two older kids it was a quick solution to pacify her, making the days and especially bedtime easier.

Now, her gut health is very different from her sisters, which has made me wonder about the impact of dummies on gut health. Back then, dummies were not necessarily BPA-free (bisphenol A, a compound found in plastics). It is now known that BPA may alter the intestinal barrier function. Research shows that it increases intestinal permeability, allowing pathogens (germs) and toxins to enter our gut. BPA is also linked to gastrointestinal inflammation and hormone disruption by stimulating oestrogenic activity. From a mental health perspective, the dummy saved me many tears, but if I had my time again I would have found a BPA-free one.

I was never a mum to sterilise everything; rather, I did everything in moderation because I instinctively wanted them to build their immune system.



70%

of our immune system is located in the gut.

Understanding the importance of our microbiota

Why are our gut bacteria and microbiota so important? Before I go on, I want to explain the difference between the words microbiome and microbiota because I use them a lot.


Microbiome

A microbiome is the assembly of microorganisms that live in the body’s environment, for instance in our mouth, gut and vagina. The gut microbiome is home to more than 100 trillion bacteria and other microorganisms, all of which are incredibly important for our overall health.




Microbiota

The microbiota are the actual organisms present in our microbiome, helping with our digestion, immunity, brain health, energy levels and metabolism. The microbiota include fungi, viruses, bacteria and other organisms such as protozoa, all living together in our gut’s ecosystem.

The microbes living in the large intestine are primarily about 1000 species of bacteria, making up 90–95% of the gut microbiome. Now, don’t get put off by all their long names, because I’m going to expand on their roles soon and it will all make sense.

Studies show that most healthy adults share many gut bacterial species. While we do have common microbiota, we have them in varying proportions.



2 kg

is the average weight of the bacteria in our gut!



The functions of gut bacteria


A collective term for bacteria that live harmoniously with other bacteria is commensals. Commensals protect us from pathogens. They metabolise (break down and use) the foods we eat, regulate inflammation, synthesise vitamins, inhibit pathogen overgrowth, modify drugs, train our immune cells to function properly, and (one of my favourite functions) regulate our appetite. Commensal bacteria also maintain the health of our gut lining.


I’m going to explain how our body breaks down the food we eat beyond our stomach. Sugars within foods, such as the lactose in milk, are quickly absorbed in the upper part of the small intestine. Complex carbohydrates, fibre and starch – such as whole grains, sweet potato, corn, brown rice, oats and quinoa – travel to the large intestine. With the help of digestive enzymes, the microbiota help to break them down. The fibre ferments in the intestine, producing short-chain fatty acids that our bodies can use as a nutrient source. They also prevent chronic disease, including disorders of the bowel, cardiovascular disease and possibly cancers, plus they are important in treating conditions such as ulcerative colitis (UC, see page 93) and Crohn’s disease.



The microbiota are important for the following functions:


	immune balance

	cardiovascular health

	weight

	neurological function

	gut function

	metabolism

	skin health.



The microbiota also break down toxic food and compounds. Even more interestingly, the key enzymes we need to form vitamin B12 are only found in bacteria.

I’m going to run through each of these bacteria and explain their roles, so you can see how amazing our gut bacteria really are. Don’t be put off by all their long names, just look at their jobs and how fabulous they are!





Good bacteria


As I’ve mentioned, you can think of our gut bacteria like a big family with grandparents, parents and children.




Grandparents

The grandparent level contains the phyla. The two main groups are called Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes. Bacteroidetes and Firmicutes (the grandparents) dominate the digestive tract with about 95% of all bacteria, which includes the mouth, nose, throat and colon.

The grandparents need to get along and be balanced. When Firmicutes are high and Bacteroidetes are low, this microbial imbalance is linked to increased inflammation, impaired insulin sensitivity and increased caloric extraction from food, as well as fat deposition. The cause for this imbalance may be poor diet, impaired digestion or food intolerances.

Firmicutes make up the largest portion of the microbiome, and are involved in energy production. They help to digest the fat in our gut, but a diet high in fat can cause their population to become too high. When Firmicutes are over-dominant, this is linked to having a higher risk for obesity, diabetes, heart disease or inflammatory bowel disease (IBD).

Bacteroidetes need to be harmonious with Firmicutes. When they are getting along evenly, we have intestinal homeostasis – happiness! When they are not, then there is an increase in disease and obesity. Bacteroidetes are beneficial bacteria that metabolise carbohydrates (polysaccharides and oligosaccharides) into compounds that support other microbes, as well as vitamins and nutrients that support our immunity.




Parents

Here are some of the good bacteria – let’s think of these guys like the children of Firmicutes and Bacteroidetes (with the genus groups being the parents and the individual species being the children on our family tree).

Blautia is a gut microbe that produces butyric acid, which decreases obesity. Blautia also alleviates inflammatory and metabolic diseases (such as diabetes and metabolic syndrome).

Faecalibacterium prausnitzii has anti-inflammatory properties, produces butyrate and promotes gut health. It plays an important role in energy production to the colonocytes (cells in the colon) and anti-inflammatory metabolites (a substance made when the body breaks down food), which support intestinal health.

Akkermansia muciniphila is a microbe that strengthens the gut lining and protects the body against weight gain and obesity.

Roseburia helps to produce energy and high levels of butyrate, which produces energy, protects the gut against pathogens and diseases, and is anti-inflammatory.

Ruminococcus breaks down and converts complex carbohydrates into different nutrients. It helps to lower the risk of cancer and diabetes, and can help fight infectious diarrhoea.

Bifidobacterium helps to break down food, modulate the gut microbiota, prevent inflammation and protect us from many diseases, including colorectal cancer, enteric infections (of the intestines) and diarrhoea, inflammatory bowel diseases (Crohn’s, UC), and even depression! (For more, see page 41.)

Lactobacillus helps to support our immunity within our GI tract. It also strengthens the intestinal barrier (our gut lining), protecting us from potential pathogens. It breaks down food and absorbs nutrients, supporting our digestion and helping to maintain an acidic environment in our bodies. It also prevents the growth of harmful bacteria. (For more, see page 39.)

We need a good balance of bacteria to keep the bad bacteria under control.


These gut bacteria have some interesting benefits.

Akkermansia is important for weight management – I know so many people who would love to have lots of Akkermansia!

Aldercreutzia equolifasciens is an anti-inflammatory commensal bacterium.

Barnesiella may prevent the spread of highly antibiotic-resistant bacteria.

Christensenella is a hereditary microbe found in people who are lean, so it’s amazing for weight management. Have you got a friend who can eat loads and doesn’t really gain weight? That friend probably has a good colony of these guys!

Oxalobacter formingenes reduces the risk of calcium oxalate kidney stones by up to 70% – meaning they help to prevent kidney stones developing.



Our everyday diet and lifestyle choices will dictate our microbiota.




Bad bacteria

We often refer to bad bacteria as ‘opportunistic’ bacteria, which suits them perfectly. Just to highlight that, although they can’t cause trouble when you’re healthy, they have adverse effects upon the intestines when the body is weak. Many of us have had food poisoning, especially those who have travelled to developing countries. I can honestly say that I’ve had food poisoning about ten times in my fifty years of life and it is awful.

The thing about bad bacteria, unlike the good guys, is that when they’re in charge (and by this I mean overpopulated), they cause a lot of health issues with your gut.

Bad bacteria are the most common cause of food poisoning.


Salmonella poisoning comes from eating raw and undercooked meat and eggs from infected animals. Symptoms include diarrhoea, abdominal pain and vomiting, and the pain can be next level for some. People can be hospitalised for up to ten days with Salmonella poisoning. Symptoms will start at about the twelve-hour mark.




Campylobacter is the most common type of food poisoning. We find this bacteria in contaminated water, chicken, shellfish and raw milk. The incubation period is about two to five days. Symptoms including a fever, cramps, diarrhoea, vomiting and (in severe cases) blood in the diarrhoea. Poisoning can last for up to one week.




Listeria bacteria is found in unpasteurised dairy, soft cheeses, deli meats, smoked seafoods, meat spreads and pâtés. The incubation period can be 1–4 weeks. Symptoms are diarrhoea and fever, and when poisoning spreads beyond the gut, can include stiff neck, confusion, convulsions, fever and muscle aches. It is important not to be exposed to this bacteria when pregnant as the consequences can be really serious.




Escherichia coli (E. coli) is found in contaminated food, including raw fruit and vegetables, undercooked meat, raw milk and soft cheeses; contaminated water; animates; and faeces of infected people. It has an incubation period of about one to four days. E. coli is also a common cause of urinary tract infections. Stomach pain, vomiting and bloody diarrhoea are the main symptoms, lasting from five to ten days.




Helicobacter has been around for a long time in humans. This bacteria actually infects the stomach, causing redness and inflammation. Many people don’t even realise they are carrying this bacteria. Symptoms are peptic ulcers and gastritis, but also a burning feeling and pain in your stomach, nausea, loss of appetite, bloating, and burping. It is tested with a breath test and easily treated with antibiotics.




Clostridium difficile is linked to taking antibiotics. This is because antibiotics will not only get rid of the bad germs but also kill the good germs that protect us against infections. C. difficile can live for up to five months on surfaces!
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The keys to managing these bad guys include:


	following food safety steps, such as cleaning, separating, cooking and refrigerating

	washing hands

	having clean drinking water

	cooking food thoroughly

	avoiding contact between raw and cooked foods

	storing foods carefully

	making healthy diet and lifestyle choices

	good sewerage systems

	keeping kitchen surfaces clean.




Sarah’s story

Worms – worth a mention

Growing up, I’ll never forget how my mum would worm us every six months. She’d line up my brother and two sisters to give us our biannual dose of pineapple-flavoured Combantrin. My mum was a nurse and is the cleanest person I know. You could eat a meal off any surface in her home, including the floor.

My mum would tell us stories about other kids who had worms. To find the worms, their parents would shine a torch on the child during the night to see the worms around the child’s anus. She’d tell us stories of how kids would scratch their bums at night, then bite their nails with worm eggs on the underside, so they were constantly reinfecting themselves with worms. I dare say I may have some trauma around worms!

Probably half of the global adult population has worms. The danger of worms is that they live inside our digestive system and feed off the nutrients, causing us (if infected) to be malnourished and therefore more likely to get sick.

Did you ever hear about the tapeworm diet? In the 1920s, some women would swallow a tapeworm and that worm would eat all their nutrients, making them thin. This is just so scary, but shows you people’s obsession with weight over the years.





Candida


Even though it doesn’t form part of the bad bacteria in our gut, this is a good place to talk about Candida. This is a yeast that grows in the mouth, gut and vagina. Candida overgrowth is unpleasant because the symptoms include headaches, flatulence, itchy skin and, worst of all, sugar cravings!

Now, I have a sweet tooth and have done everything to manage it from magnesium supplementation to even getting a colonic irrigation. (This is where a colonic hydrotherapist flushes out your large intestine with water via a hose.)

I’d been told that, when the therapist releases the water, you can see the Candida come out, looking like foam or froth. I couldn’t see much Candida, if any, so I can’t blame my sweet tooth on them. For the record, I’ve worked out my sweet tooth comes with fatigue. When I’m craving something sweet, I reach for a piece of fruit.

The symptoms of Candida overgrowth are:


	tiredness and fatigue

	urinary tract infections

	flatulence

	joint pain

	stomach pain

	persistent bloating

	constipation

	diarrhoea.



The treatment for Candida is a low-sugar, anti-inflammatory diet that promotes gut health by eliminating the sugars that feed Candida growth. The diet excludes sugar, gluten, alcohol, certain dairy products and harmful additives while it encourages you to eat low-sugar fruits, non-starchy vegetables, non-glutenous grains and fermented foods.




Main functions of the microbiota

The human microbiome includes all the microbiota in our body, including the microbiomes of the mouth, skin and vaginal cavity. Our microbiota:


	protect against pathogens or germs

	support immune function

	promote skin health

	create energy from digested food

	keep the gut strong

	maintain healthy weight

	promote general health

	control mood

	regulate glucose

	synthesise nutrients.







The solution – how to improve gut bacteria


Our diet, lifestyle and environment all impact our gut health. Many studies can clearly demonstrate that a disrupted microbiome leads to chronic disease. The best way to maintain your microbiota is with diversity in your diet.

Don’t eat the same meals every day – our gut loves a good variety of food to feed the different bacteria living there.

The more diverse your diet, the more diverse your microbiome, which will benefit your health. Low and decreased diversity is less healthy; it is linked to conditions such as type 2 diabetes, insulin resistance and obesity. I bet you’re thinking about how you can start changing up your diet. I certainly do.


Fibre

The gut LOVES fibre, so eat lots of fruit and vegetables as well as beans and legumes. Our bodies can’t digest fibre but the bacteria in our gut can, which means fibre helps the good bacteria grow.




Whole grains

This also includes whole grains that are full of fibre (just avoid gluten-containing wheat, barley and rye, which can cause issues with gut permeability if you’re sensitive to gluten). Studies demonstrate that whole grains support the growth of all that wonderful bacteria we want, such as Lactobacillus and Bifidobacteria.

Your shopping list for better gut health should include:


	artichokes

	avocado

	beans

	beetroot

	berries

	broccoli

	brown rice

	Brussels sprouts

	carrots

	chickpeas

	leafy greens

	lentils

	oats

	pears

	strawberries.



I suggest finding a space for these foods in your daily menu when doing your meal prep. Write out the list and put it somewhere obvious like on your fridge. Think of pears for breakfast, avocado on anything, beetroot in salads, rice or quinoa added to lunches, and so on.

Be proactive about starting to make these changes, then the changes become automatic over time.
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Fermented foods


    These foods reduce the bad bacteria in the gut. They are excellent for gut health because they’ve been fermented, which means their sugars have already been broken down. Plus, they support the good bacteria in the gut, improving its function. We know from research that people who regularly eat good-quality Greek yoghurt have less inflammation in their gut. (For more, see Chapter 3: Probiotics and prebiotics.)

Fermented foods to include are:


	kefir

	kimchi

	kombucha

	miso

	sauerkraut

	tempeh

	tofu

	yoghurt.






Prebiotic-rich foods

    While we can have lots of those probiotic-rich foods in our diet, we need prebiotic-rich foods to feed the bacteria in them. These foods are high in fibre, which we can’t digest. (For more, see Chapter 3: Probiotics and prebiotics.)

Prebiotic-rich foods include:


	apples

	asparagus

	bananas

	cocoa

	flaxseeds (linseeds)

	garlic

	Jerusalem artichokes

	leeks

	legumes

	oats

	onions

	seaweed.






Polyphenols

In simple terms, polyphenols are compounds found in plants that are so beneficial for us. They’re hard for us to digest but the wonderful bacteria in our gut love them. They have positive effects on our health, such as lowering the risk of inflammation and heart disease.

Polyphenol-rich foods include:


	almonds

	blueberries

	broccoli

	coffee

	dark chocolate

	grape skins

	herbs and spices

	olives

	red wine

	vegetables.



Looking at these food lists, you can see that having a plant-based diet is so important. This is where you consume at least four cups of salad or vegetables each day, plus whole grains and legumes. Your gut bacteria will love you.





Some more gut health basics


We need to feed our gut bacteria well for us to reap the health benefits they can offer. Have you ever wondered what happens to our gut bacteria if we don’t feed them? Well, first, they’ll starve if we don’t feed them the fibre they require. Instead of dying off (which you would expect), they actually start to eat the mucous lining of our gut, eroding it to the point where invading bacteria are dangerous and can infect our intestinal wall. Doesn’t that make you want to head to the kitchen and grab an apple or banana?

Our bodies are not ours alone, we share them with this fascinating collection of microorganisms. We need them as much as they need us.

Some quick tips to keep the gut healthy include:


	drink minimal alcohol

	give up smoking

	sleep well

	manage stress

	be physically active

	only have antibiotics when you really need them.



    (For more, see Chapter 5: Lifestyle and our gut health.)
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CHAPTER 3 PROBIOTICS AND PREBIOTICS


At the outset, I just want to say that I love probiotics and prebiotics! As someone who has suffered with gut issues most of my adult life, understanding and using probiotics on a regular basis has changed my quality of life. When used the right way they are incredible and so beneficial in foods and some supplements. My belief is get your probiotic support through the foods you eat before considering supplements.


Probiotics

The word probiotics means ‘for life’ (with pro meaning ‘for’ and biota meaning ‘life’), and they really are life-giving microorganisms!

Probiotics are live bacteria or yeast that we consume, which settle in our gut and give incredible support to our digestion and overall health. These live microorganisms are found in certain foods. Including probiotic-rich foods in our diet means we’ll have a healthy balance of bacteria in our gut, benefiting our immunity, weight and more.

Here are 15 reasons to start enjoying probiotic-rich foods in your diet.


	
1.  May lower LDL (low-density lipoprotein, or bad fat) and blood pressure, improving heart health.

	
2.  Reduce the incidence and severity of eczema.

	
3.  Reduce the symptoms of IBS and UC.

	
4.  Boost your immune system.

	
5.  Help with weight loss.

	
6.  Improve your mental health.

	
7.  Treat symptoms such as diarrhoea, bloating and constipation.

	
8.  Improve your digestion.

	
9.  Improve your food absorption.

	
10.  Protect against bad bacteria, helping to prevent infections.

	
11.   Offset the bacterial imbalance caused by taking antibiotics.

	
12.  Help to break down protein and fat in the digestive tract.

	
13.   Improve your vaginal health.

	
14.   Help to prevent allergies.

	
15.   Support your brain health.



How inspired do you feel by this list? I find it so encouraging to continue eating well.
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Here’s some historical background on probiotics. Humans started consuming probiotic-rich foods from the need to preserve foods from rotting. We can trace fermented foods relating to health and longevity back to the Old Testament, in which Abraham consumed sour milk. The ancient Romans used fermented milk to treat digestive issues, and ancient Egyptians baked sourdough bread.

Many different countries and cultures have fermented foods: Japan and Korea have kimchi, miso, kombucha, soy sauce and tofu; Germany has sauerkraut and pickles; Switzerland has cheese; Italy has salami; Indonesia has tempeh; the USA has cottage cheese; and Russia has kefir. It’s fascinating that this historical need to preserve food is so beneficial for our gut health.

In 1907, Russian microbiologist Elie Metchnikoff (1845–1916) was the first to associate fermented dairy products with good health and the longevity of Bulgarians. He suggested that the acid-producing organisms in fermented dairy products could prevent ‘fouling’ in the large intestine, and that regularly consuming these foods could lead to a long, healthy life.
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