SALT AND SODIUM
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BENEFITS

e Sodium helps to maintain fluid halance,
requlate blood pressure, and transmit nerve

impulses.
e Salt improves the flavor of many foods.

e Salt is a useful food preservative.

DRAWBACKS

e Sodium promotes fluid retention and may
contribute to high blood pressure.

While the terms are often used interchange-
ably, salt and sodium are not the same. Sodium
is an element that joins with chlorine to form
sodium chloride, or table salt. Sodium occurs
naturally in most foods, and salt is the most
common source of sodium in the diet. Sodium
works to maintain the body’s acid-alkaline
halance and helps maintain the body’s fluid



20

SALT AND SODIUM

u ATV O o -~ M ‘l‘\
balance. It also helps control nerve functic
~ale : als

and nust.lS nm\xjnu"nﬁ. ., the term “salt” actu-

Scientifically »‘PC“L‘_“S«‘ the o sel) ‘il
ally refers to a class of substances u"ml"‘-‘“.. X

: .+ by virtue of their opposite
jons held together by virtuc e o ] .
charges. Calcium carbonate (chalk) is a sa 1t.' o
is sodium bicarbonate (baking soda). Soc ium
chloride is the most abundant salt o;currmg
naturally in food. The amount of sog.hum the
body needs daily is far less than what is usua.lly
consumed. Circumstances and climate will dic-
tate the amount needed, but in general, the
human body needs less than 500 mg of sodium
per day to maintain health. Because salt is so
abundant in our food supply, a dietary deficien-
cy is unlikely. A typical North American diet
can have 4,000 to 7,000 mg per day. One tea-
spoon of salt supplies over 2,000 mg of sodium.
There is no health risk to moderating the
amount of salt in your diet.

Sodium finds its way into food in several
ways; it is naturally present in foods, added dur-
ing processing or cooking, or added at the table.
The major sources in the diet are processed and
preserved foods. Salty foods, such as potato
chips and salted crackers and nuts, are easy to
identify, but hidden sodium has to be tracked
down on package labels. Cereals, cold cuts,
canned soups, canned vegetables, prepackaged
meals, and commercial baked goods are usually
high in sodium. Sodium is also found in MSG
(monosodium glutamate), garlic salt or other
seasoned salts, sea salt, meat tenderizers, com-
mercially prepared sauces and condiments like
ketchup, soy sauce, chili sauce, and steak sauce,
in soups, cured or smoked foods, olives, and

pickles. In general, the more processed a food is,
the higher the sodium content.

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN BLOOD
PRESSURE AND SALT

People with high blood pressure are typically
advised to cut back on salt, because sodium
affects the kidneys’ ability to rid the body of
wastes and fluid. When the body’s sodium level
is low, the kidneys retrieve the chemical from
the urine and return it to the circulating blood.
Some individuals, however, 7
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The most controversial issue around sale
the extent of its impact on blood prcﬁsur;
While no one disputes the low-sodium dier f(,;
people with high blood pressure, experts (.
agree when it comes to making recommeng,.
tions for the public at large. Some say that
asking everyone to try to reduce their salt
intake is not based on science. But many people
have undiagnosed high blood pressure ang
would benefit from reduced salt intake.

Studies have shown that as salt in the diet s
increased, blood pressure goes up. Populations
with low salt intake have lower blood pressure.
The Yanomami Indians of Brazil add no salt to
their food and hypertension is unknown. By
contrast, North Americans, with their pen-
chant for salty foods, such as hot dogs, chips,
and pizza, are in the midst of a hypertension
epidemic. Whether a reduced-salt diet lowers
blood pressure in people who do not have high
pressure to start with is not critical. Eating
fewer salty processed foods automatically leads
to a healthier diet, and limiting salt intake can
cause no harm.

Some people are more salt-sensitive than
others, and they will get the biggest payoff from
cutting back on salt. African-Americans and
people with diabetes tend to be more sensitive
to salt, as are older people.

The increase in blood volume that occurs
during pregnancy temporarily increases the
body’s need for salt, but the amount required
is normally supplied in a
varied, balanced diet.
Pregnant women should
prepare meals with only
a little salt and not add
salt to food art the table.
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lVIyth: Sea salt is
a healthier product
than table salt.

Reallty: There are |
no documented '
health advantages
to sea salt, and the
sodium content is
similar.
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REDUCING SALT INTAKE
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Pickles and condiments, such as mustard,
ketchup, salad dressings, and sauces, are high
in sodium. When eating in restaurants, ask for
dressings and sauces to be served on the side. In
restaurants where the food is made to order, ask
that it be prepared without salt.

The use of a home water softener may add a
substantial amount of sodium to your drinking
water. The company that installed the water
softener should tell you how much sodium is in

the system; you may prefer to drink bottled
water instead.

Many over-the-counter medications contain
sodium. If you are on a sodium-restricted diet,

check with your physician or pharmacist before
using antacids, painkillers, or laxatives.



