little pill

Is & handful of vitamins the answer the
to the woes of modern living or just
a well-meaning waste of money?
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Each morning [ chase my breakfast of fruit,
muesli and voghurt with an assortment
of medicinal candy — zinc for my skin, fish
oil for brain function, iron for energy and

the ubiquitous multi-vitamin for general
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health. It is a concoction
recommended by my doctor
(who is also a herbalist),
designed to help my body
cope with being busy and
stressed  and 1o
other  side-effects  of
modern living. And even
if 1 wasnt so busy and
stressed, | anticipate that
I would struggle to abandon
the habit of vitamin
popping, so routine has my intake become.
It seems I am not alone. Vitamins are big
business in this country. It’s estimated that
each year Australians spend around $2.3
billion on nutritional supplements. Browsing

counter

the health food section of any local
supermarket, half the aisle is stocked with
a bewildering array of vitamins, minerals
and supplements of all kinds - for working
stressed  executives, pregnant
women and vegetarians, active seniors and
even children. Vitamins seem to have taken
over the traditional role of the apple: rake
one a day and keep the doctor away.

And yet how much do we know about
vitamins beyond the instructions for use
printed on the label? Are vitamins, in fact,
necessary for healthy living? Or can you
get all the vitamins and minerals you require
just from a healthy diet?

mums or

According to naturopath and herbalist
Penelope Sachs, Australia’s consumption of
vitamins has taken on epic, and wasteful,
proportions. Sachs runs a successful clinic
and organic tea business in Sydney and her
client base runs the gamurt of high-powered
executives, elite sportspeople and working
mums. In her view, vitamins can be over-
used, especially when people self-diagnose
rather than seek advice from their dietitian
or naturopath. “A lot of people prescribe
themselves vitamins via the internet.” she

says. “They might be taking what their mum
or best friend is taking. And there is so much
media now about how this vitamin is good
for this and this one is good for thar. So
people go out and take whatever and then
get frustrated when they don’t see results.”
Sachs firmly believes that you should seck
professional advice before embarking on a
course of vitamins, just as you would consult

a doctor or pharmacist before raking any
conventional or prescription medicine.

For Sachs, vitamins are no substitute for
a good diet and a healthy lifestyle. Her first
step when meeting a new client is always to
evaluare and improve his or her diet. And
vet she recognises thar “it’s pretry hard to
get everything from a 2lst-century diet,
when we are not living on the farm or
growing our own vegetables and we have
a lot of stress and pollution™.

Tara ersi, a Cairns-based public
health nutritionist and spokesperson for the
Dieritians Association of Australia, is more
emphatic in her support of good diet over

supplements, She believes thar, as a general
rule, a good diet can provide you with all
the vitamins you need: “It is a common myth
that our soils don’t allow for all the nutrients
to be passed in food. This is not true.”
Diversi argues that research continues
to show that the decline in vitamins and
minerals in fruit and vegetables due to
Australian  soil

environments is  not
substantial enough to reduce the nutritional
value of these foods i our diet. Not to
mention the many other benefits derived
from eating fruit and vegetables. She believes






