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Supplemental Insurance:
Do You Have It?
By Tim Martin

Ever been eating lunch and draw stares from

people at your table because you took sever­
al vitamins with your meal? UWhat are you

taking?" they always ask. "Why would you

take all those?"

Or perhaps you're the person who asked

those incredulous questions. The point is,

there is no tight consensus of opinion about

whether dietary supplements, such as vita­
mins and minerals, are valuable aids that

bolster a diet. Are they helpful, a placebo,

boondoggle or worse, dangerous?

Experts Disagree
It's not only people in the general public

who disagree. Physicians of all stripes dis­
agree about the relative merits of supple­

ments. For instance, the Mayo Clinic recom­

mends supplements while the American

Heart Association (AHA) does not. The AHA

says to get proper nutrition by eating a vari­

ety of foods in moderation and that there

isn't sufficient evidence to support the effec·

tiveness of supplements.

The AHA maintains that nutrients can be

potentially toxic if eaten in large quantities

over a long period of time. Also, interactions

between dietary supplements and prescrip­

tion drugs may occur, the AHA adds.

The U.s. Food and Drug Administration (FDAl

doesn't treat dietary supplements the same as

prescription or over-the-counter drugs. Under

the Dietary Supplement Health and Education

Act of 1994, "The dietary supplement manu­
facturer is responsible for ensuring that a

dietary supplement is safe before it is market­

ed. The FDA is responsible for taking action

against any unsafe dietary supplement prod·
uct after it reaches the market~

Generally, manufacturers do not need to

register their products with the FDA nor get

FDA approval before producing or selling

dietary supplements, but they must make

sure that product-label information is truth­

ful and not misleading.

Vitamins and minerals can not be patented,

so therefore, large pharmaceutical compa­

nies don't invest in or research them, say
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many influential doctors.

Doctors such as Earl Mindell,

Ph.D. say this is the crux of the
schism of opinion in America.

Mindell is a registered pharma­

cist, master herbalist with a Ph.D.

in nutrition, and author of more
than 30 books, including the best-selling The

Vitamin Bible. (To learn more about Dr. Min­

dell and his books, visit his Web site at

www.betterhealthylife.com.)

Mindell says pharmaceutical reps hold great

sway over doctors. And if the reps aren't seIl­

ing vitamins, doctors aren't telling patients
about them. "The medical monopoly is

brainwashed that drugs and surgery is the

way to deal with problems; Mindell says. "I'm

into preventing disease. Pharmaceutical

companies want everyone to take their

expensive drugs. If medical people were

interested in nutrition, would they serve that

awful hospital food?"

Mindell has developed a gUide for what sup­

plements he believes people should take.

(See his Web site for details). "Anyone who

isn't taking vitamins and minerals is out of
their mind," he says.

Allan Magaziner, M.D. (www.drmagaziner

.com) heads the Magaziner Center for Well­

ness and Anti·aging Medicine in Cherry Hill,

New Jersey. A well-known author and physi­

cian as well as a clinical instructor at the
University of Medicine and Dentistry of New

Jersey-Robert Wood Johnson Medical School,

he says we need supplements. "1 believe most

American adults should take supplements

because we don't get optimal nutrition from

our food alone," he says. "Most don't even get

the RDA from food alone,"

"We are a very drug-oriented SOciety,"

Magaziner says. "Doctors only learn what they

hear in medical school. They learn that drugs

help people. I believe in drugs, when properly

used, but as doctors, we're only taught about

drugs and surgery. Drug reps come into
offices and hospitals and tell you about that

and give you bonuses and free lunch and din­

ner for using their products. It's conducive to

the use of pharmaceutical substances. Train­

ing for nutritional science is abysmal."

More Education Needed
Though he thinks things are getting better,

doctors (especially older ones) don't read
about nutrition and are uncomfortable dis­

cussing a topic about which they aren't well­
versed. He says physicians who tell patients

to ignore supplements are ignorant. "Doc­

tors who say there is no proof haven't read

the literature," he says.

Mindell says the government has known for

more than 60 years that people should take

vitamins and minerals. "During the second

world war, the government also came out

with a vitamin supplement called 'Vitamins for

Victory:They knew workers would have less

sick time if they took them," he says. "How

come, 65 years later, we don't know that?"

He says America's diet of"Twinkies, Ding

Dongs, donuts, pizza, Prozac and Pepsi"

necessitate supplements. "We are the fattest

country in the world," he says. "We are way

down the line in terms of health. What's hap­
pening here? We're not dying of old age. We

die of degenerative disease - cancer, dia­

betes, heart disease, Alzheimer's. All these

things were relatively unknown 50 years ago

and now they're commonplace. There's no

reason to have a stroke or heart attack if

you're proactive."

While there is a plethora of vitamins to talk

about, both doctors point to folic acid, a

vitamin B complex, as necessary to reduce a

blood protein called homocysteine, which
they say is a greater contributor to heart dis­

ease and stroke than high cholesterol.

"Forty years ago a guy discovered this and

was told he was crazy," says Magaziner. "Now

five years ago, it comes out that he was



right. Folic acids, vitamin B, can help this.

This is one simple example:' What Vitamins Do We Need?

The Harvard School of Public Health claims there is evidence to support the importance of
taking at least a multivitamin each day. Here's a quick rundown of their suggestions:

People who smoke, drink, ingest caffeine or

colas need supplements to bolster their sys­

tems, Mindell says. "Stress, alcohol, tobacco,

trans fats, caffeine, sugar and salt - they

cause stress to your body," he says. We have

enough stress in our lives. You have to take

nutrients to help. Your body needs these

nutrients every day. A well-nourished body

is like a well-tuned automobile. It works effi­

ciently and helps ward off illness. We knew

this 60 years ago."

Magaziner says most adults should take (at

least) a multi-vitamin with minerals and an

antioxidant and extra calcium, folic acid,

vitamins C, 0 and Eand fish oils containing

omega-3 fatty acids. He also suggests fur­

ther refining your intake by consulting with

a trained nutritionist or physician who can

tailor the regimen according to family histo­

ry, pregnancy, current pharmaceutical intake

and other biomedical needs.

"There's really not any significant downside

(to taking supplements);' Magaziner says.

"No downside at all. Compared to drugs,

there's no comparison in safety levels:'

Mindell says it's time for Americans to wake

up. "I'm frightened for the new generation,"
he says. "They don't even know what real

foods are. They are getting fatter and fatter.

It's time to take care of yourself like you do

your dog, cat, car'and rose bush:'

- Tim Marcin is ajournalist living in Columbus. Ohio
who specializes in medical reporcing

Bone Health

Girls Need aCalcium Boost
The body's best efforts to protect growing
bones come up short when girls' diets contain

too little calcium, according to a recent study

from the Children's Nutrition Research Center

(CNRC) at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston

HWe know a substantial proportion of ado­

lescent girls have very calcium-poor diets.

Yet, little was known about how well their

bodies can adapt to minimize the effect of

this nutritional challenge," says Steven

Abrams, M.D., a professor of pediatrics at

Baylor who studies calcium metabolism at

the CNRC.

Critical Time for Growing Bones
Bone development peaks during puberty,

Vitamin A: It stimulates production and

activity of white blood cells, helps build

bone and regulates cell growth and divi­

sion. It's easy to take too much vitamin A.
Twice the current recommended daily

level is thought to be safe} though.

The 3 8s - Vitamin 86, Vitamin 812 and

Folic Acid: Enough folic acid, at least 400

micrograms a day, isn't always easy to get
from food, Harvard says. That's why women

of childbearing age are urged to take extra

folic acid. Harvard says that's also why the

FDA requires folic acid be added to most

enriched breads, flour, cornmeal, pastas,

rice, and other grain products, along with

iron and other micronutrients.

Folic acid, vitamin 86 and vitamin 812:
These play key roles in recycling homocys­

teine into methionine, one of the 20 or so
building blocks from which the body builds

new proteins. Without enough folic acid,

vitamin B6 and vitamin 812, this recycling

process becomes inefficient and homocys­

teine levels increase. Several observational

studies show that high levels of homocys­

teine are associated with increased risks of

heart disease and stroke~

which is why calcium recommendations for

children over age 8 jump to 1,300 milligrams

per day, or the equivalent of about four cups
of milk, Abrams says. However, dietary surveys

suggest that one in five adolescents consumes

one-fourth that amount - or less.

For the study, thirty·six 9- to 13-year-old Cau­

casian and African-American girls followed

either a very-low-calcium or a high-calcium

diet for three weeks. The very-low-calcium diet

provided one-third the amount of calcium rec­

ommended for this age group and the high­

calcium regime provided the recommended

amount. Changes in calcium retention (the
amount of calcium the girls absorbed from

the diets minus natural body losses) were

monitored. Following a 6-week break, the girls

switched diets and repeated the study.

Vitamin C: It's a powerful antioxidant that

can neutralize harmful free radicals, and it

helps make collagen, a tissue needed for

healthy bones, teeth, gums and blood ves­

sels. But it doesn't, according to Harvard,

keep you healthy.
Vitamin D: Helps ensure that the body

absorbs and retains calcium and phospho­

rus, both critical for building bone. Some

laboratory studies also show that vitamin
D can help keep cancer cells from growing

and dividing.

Vitamin E: According to information pro­

vided by Ohio State University, vitamin E, a

fat-soluble vitamin, is an antioxidant

involved in the metabolism of all cells. It

protects vitamin A and essential fatty acids

from oxidation in the cells and helps pre­
vent the breakdown of body tissues.

Researchers are still writing the book on

vitamin E, says Harvard.

Vitamin K: Vitamin K helps make 6 of the

13 proteins needed for blood clotting. Its

role is so important that people who take

anticoagulants such as warfarin

(Coumadin) must be careful to keep their

vitamin K intake stable.

Calcium Retention Important
"Although the girls responded to the low-cal­

cium regime by boosting the percent of calci­
um they absorbed by nearly SO percent, their

calcium retention was still less than half that

achieved on the high·calcium regime," Abrams

says. Because calcium retention determines

how much calcium the body can deposit into

bones during puberty, the SO-percent shortfall

in calcium retention with the very-low-calcium

regime is troubling, he explains.

HTeens and parents need to understand that

there are limits to the body's ability to adapt

to a diet that is short on calcium or other key

nutrients;' Abrams says.

- Source: Baylor College of Medicine
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