
What are vitamins and minerals?

Vitamins and minerals are essential nutrients that our body needs in small amounts to work properly. 

Vitamin A

· also called retinol

· occurs in foods such as cheese, milk, eggs, oily fish and liver

· Beta-carotene is what gives yellow and orange fruit and vegetables their colour

· main food sources of beta-carotene are yellow and green (leafy) vegetables such as spinach, carrots and red peppers, and yellow fruit such as mango, melon and apricots.

· Beta-carotene is turned into vitamin A in the body 

· Helps maintain the health of skin and mucus linings (in the nose for example)

· it helps strengthen immunity from infections and it helps vision in dim light

· We should be able to get all the vitamin A we need from our diet

· recommended daily allowances: 0.7 mg a day for men, 0.6 mg a day for women

· too much vitamin A can be harmful and make affect your bones over the years, and it can harm pregnant women’s unborn children. Too much beta-carotene may increase your risk of lung cancer if you are a smoker or heavily exposed to asbestos.

B vitamins

Thiamin (B1)

· found in most types of food including pork, vegetables, milk, cheese, peas, fresh and dried fruit, eggs, wholegrain breads and some fortified breakfast cereals

· works with the other B vitamins to break down foods we eat and release energy

· also helps to keep nerves and tissue healthy

· We need around 1mg per day for men and 0.8mg per day for women

· We should be able to get all the thiamin we need from our diet

Riboflavin (B2)
· found in small amounts in many foods; good sources include milk, eggs, fortified breakfast cereals, rice and mushrooms

· UV light can destroy riboflavin, so ideally these foods should be kept out of direct sunlight

· Riboflavin helps keep skin, eyes, the nervous system and mucous membranes healthy

· helps produce steroids and red blood cells

· may help the body absorb iron from the food we eat

· We need around 1.3 mg a day for men and 1.1 mg a day for women

Niacin (B3)

· Good sources of niacin include beef, pork, chicken, wheat flour, maize flour, eggs and milk

· you should be able to get all the niacin you need from your daily diet (ca. 17 mg a day for men and 13 mg a day for women)

· helps produce energy from the foods we eat and it helps keep both the nervous and digestive system healthy

· High doses can lead to skin flushes and, if taken over a long period of time, to liver damage.

Vitamin B6

· Found in pork, chicken, turkey, cod, bread, whole cereals (such as oatmeal, wheatgerm and rice), eggs, vegetables, soya beans, peanuts, milk, potatoes and some fortified breakfast cereals

· allows the body to use and store energy from the protein and carbohydrates found in the foods we eat and it helps haemoglobin to form (the substance that carries oxygen around the body)

· you should be able to get all the vitamin B6 you need from your daily diet (ca. 1.4 mg a day for men, 1.2 mg a day for women)

· too much vitamin B6 or taking supplements over a prolonged period of time can lead to loss of feeling in arms and legs.

Vitamin B12

· found in virtually all meat products and certain algae such as seaweed, good sources include meat, salmon, cod, milk, cheese, eggs, yeast extract, and some fortified breakfast cereals

· helps make red blood cells and keeps the nervous system healthy, helps release energy from the food we eat and is needed to process folic acid

· If you eat dairy foods, fish or meat you should get all the vitamin B12 you need (approx. 0.0015 mg/day) 

Biotin

· Good sources include meat such as kidney, eggs and some fruit and vegetables, especially dried mixed fruit

· Our bodies need biotin to turn the food we eat into energy

· Adults need around 0.01-0.02mg a day and should be able to get all that is required from a balanced diet

Folic acid

· found in small amounts in many foods

· Good sources include broccoli and Brussels sprouts, peas, chickpeas, yeast extract, brown rice and some fruit (such as oranges and bananas), fortified breakfast cereals and some bread

· works together with vitamin B12 to form healthy red blood cells and it helps reduce the risk of neural tube defects such as spina bifida in unborn babies

· too much folic acid can hide harmful effects of B12 deficiency, which can lead to anaemia and ultimately to damage of the nervous system. This particularly affects older people, because as we get older it gets more difficult to absorb vitamin B12 and deficiencies are common.

Pantothenic acid

· found in virtually all meat and vegetable foods, good sources include chicken, beef, potatoes, porridge, tomatoes, kidney, eggs, broccoli and whole grains such as brown rice and wholemeal bread, breakfast cereals (if fortified)

· helps the body release the energy from the foods we eat

Vitamin C 

· also known as ascorbic acid and is found in a huge variety of fruit and vegetables

· good sources include peppers, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, sweet potatoes, oranges and kiwi fruit

· helps protect cells and keeps them healthy and it helps the body absorb iron from food

· Adults need around 40mg per day, which we can get from our diet. Taking large amounts of vitamin C can cause pain, diarrhoea and flatulence. 

Vitamin D

· only found in a small number of foods (oily fish, eggs, fortified margarine, breakfast cereals and breads)

· Most vitamin D is produced from sunlight under our skin, that’s why it is important to go out into the sun (but don’t get burned!)

· We should get all the vitamin D we need from the sun and from our diet. You should consider taking a 0.01mg supplement if you are pregnant, are of Asian origin, always cover up all your skin when you’re outside, rarely get outdoors or eat no meat or oily fish.

Vitamin E

· found in a wide variety of foods, the richest sources are plant oils such as soya, corn and olive oil, other good sources include nuts and seeds, avocados and wheatgerm (found in cereals and cereal products)

· helps to protect cell membranes by acting as an antioxidant

· daily requirement: 4 mg a day for men and 3 mg a day for women

Vitamin K

· found in green leafy vegetables such as broccoli and spinach, and in vegetable oils and cereals

· our bodies can also produce vitamin K – small bacteria in our intestines produce it

· Vitamin K helps wounds to heal properly as it is needed for blood clotting. More and more evidence suggest it is also needed for strong bones

· Adults need approximately 0.001 mg per kg of body weight a day

Minerals
We need them in the form they are found in food. Minerals can be found in varying amounts in a variety of foods such as meat, cereals (including cereal products such as bread), fish, milk and dairy foods, vegetables, fruit (especially dried fruit) and nuts.

Minerals are necessary for three main reasons:

· building strong bones and teeth 

· controlling body fluids inside and outside cells 

· turning the food we eat into energy

These are all essential minerals:

· calcium 

· iron 

· magnesium 

· phosphorus 

· potassium 

· sodium 

· sulphur

Calcium

· Good sources include milk, cheese and other dairy foods, green leafy vegetables (such as broccoli, cabbage and okra, but not spinach), soya beans, tofu, soya drinks with added calcium, nuts, bread and anything made with fortified flour, and fish where you eat the bones, such as sardines and pilchards

· it helps build strong bones and teeth, regulates muscle contraction, including the heartbeat and it makes sure blood clots normally

· Adults need 700 mg a day. High doses of calcium can lead to stomach pain and diarrhoea.

Iron

· Good sources of iron include liver, meat, beans, nuts, dried fruit (such as dried apricots), whole grains (such as brown rice), fortified breakfast cereals, soybean flour and most dark green leafy vegetables (such as watercress and curly kale)

· Some people think that spinach is a good source of iron, but spinach contains a substance that makes it harder for the body to absorb the iron from it

· helps make red blood cells, which carry oxygen around the body. Iron deficiency can lead to anaemia

· daily requirement 8.7 mg a day for men and 14.8 mg a day for women

· It is easier for the body to absorb iron from animal sources, 

· too much iron can lead to constipation, vomiting and stomach pain. Very high doses can be lethal, but they can only be achieved through supplements, not through a normal and balanced diet.

Magnesium

· found in a wide variety of foods, the richest sources are green leafy vegetables (such as spinach) and nuts; good sources include bread, fish, meat and dairy foods

· helps turn the food we eat into energy and it helps make sure the parathyroid glands work normally

· the parathyroid glands produce hormones important for bone health

· we need around 300 mg a day for men and 270 mg a day for women

· Taking high doses for a short period of time can lead to diarrhoea

Phosphorus

· found in red meat, dairy foods, fish, poultry, bread, rice and oats

· helps build strong bones and teeth helps release the energy from the food we eat

· Adults need 550 mg a day

· taking high doses of phosphorus supplements for a short time can cause diarrhoea or stomach pain. Taking high doses for a long time can reduce the amount of calcium in the body, which means bones are more likely to fracture.

Potassium

· found in most types of food, good sources of potassium include fruit (such as bananas), vegetables, pulses, nuts and seeds, milk, fish, shellfish, beef, chicken, turkey and bread.

· controls the balance of fluids in the body may also help lower blood pressure

· We need around 3500mg a day

· Taking too much potassium can cause stomach pain, nausea and diarrhoea. As we get older our kidneys may become less able to remove potassium from our blood so older people might be more at risk of harm from potassium.

Sodium chloride

· commonly known as salt

· found naturally at low levels in all foods, but high levels are added to many processed foods such as ready meals, meat products such as bacon, some breakfast cereals, cheese, some tinned vegetables, some bread and savoury snacks

· Sodium and chloride both help to keep the level of fluids in the body balanced

· Chloride helps the body digest the food we eat because it's an essential component of the juices in the stomach and intestines

· It is difficult to eat too little salt, most of us eat more than the recommended amount of 6g/day

· Having too much salt is linked with an increase in blood pressure (hypertension) and this increases our risk of strokes and heart attacks.

Sulphur

· found naturally in many different forms in all foods

· It's also used in the form of sulphates and sulphites as food additives in some processed foods

· helps make tissues such as cartilage

Practical tips around vitamins and minerals

There are two kinds of vitamins: fat-soluble and water-soluble. 

Fat-soluble vitamins are found mainly in fatty foods such as animal fats, vegetable oils, dairy foods, liver and oily fish. These vitamins are vitamin A, vitamin D, vitamin E and vitamin K. Your body needs these every day to work properly, but you don’t need to eat them every day as your body can store them in your liver or fat tissue. 

Water-soluble vitamins need to be eaten more frequently as the body can’t store them and excretes them in urine. These vitamins are mainly found in fruit, vegetables and grains, and can be destroyed through heat, in the air or when foods are boiled. Vitamin B6, B12, vitamin C, biotin, folic acid, niacin, pantothenic acid, riboflavin and thiamine are all water-soluble

Iron absorption

Some things for example in tea and coffee can interfere with your body taking in the iron from your food, especially from foods that are vegetable sources of iron so it is best to not have those drinks with meals or up to half an hour afterwards. But if you have some vitamin C with your meal, for example a glass of orange juice with breakfast or some vegetables or salad with your dinner, you can help your body absorb iron.

Vitamin D and sunlight

This is easy: your body can make vitamin D through your skin, so all you need is to go out and get some rays (but don’t get burned!) at any time during the year! But if you can’t go out you can eat oily fish, eggs, margarine or fortified breakfast cereals to get vitamin D. 

Smokers and vitamin C 

When we are stressed our bodies use up more vitamin C. Smoking is also considered stress on the body, and smokers need to make sure that they eat and drink foods that have vitamin C.

Storing fruit and veg – vitamins

As soon as fruits and vegetables are harvested they start losing some of their vitamins and minerals. Especially vitamin C is very easily lost.

To keep the best vitamin and mineral content in your fruit and vegetables

· use fresh things as soon as possible and avoid storing them for a long time (the longer they sit on your shelf the more vitamins and minerals they lose!)

· buy seasonal and local fruit and vegetables 

· some frozen vegetables may have higher vitamin contents because they are frozen very soon after harvest (e.g. peas)

· store whole vegetables and fruits in a perforated plastic bag in the fridge, refrigerate those that are already cut, or, if you don’t have enough space in your fridge or no fridge at all, make sure they are stored in a cool, dark place in your home

Fruits and vegetables lose some vitamins and minerals during processing, this includes washing, soaking, cooking, cutting 

· wash fruit and vegetables only immediately before you use/eat them 

· steam or microwave vegetables rather than boil them (you can get a steamer, which can sit on top of an ordinary pan, from most supermarkets) 

Storing fresh fruit and vegetables properly also helps you to prevent foodborne illnesses such as food poisoning.

Salt (sodium), potassium and blood pressure 

Potassium can lower blood pressure in individuals with high blood pressure, so if a diet is very high in salt, increasing the amount of fruit and vegetables (which are high in potassium) eaten may help lower blood pressure.

Vitamin supplements

Taking vitamin supplements should be carefully considered, as high doses of some vitamins can be dangerous to your health. If you are deficient in a mineral or vitamin, there are several reasons why this might be the case. The HIV virus might use a particular vitamin or mineral, e.g. zinc, in which case taking supplements would only feed it. Sometimes, however, a particular vitamin or mineral cannot be absorbed in the gut, so taking supplements would not help anyway. A general multivitamin-mineral supplement might still be a good idea, as the HIV infection means that your body requires more vitamins and minerals to stay otherwise healthy. Check with your doctor on whether she or he would advise you to take any supplements and don’t get carries away by glossy vitamin adverts!

