PULLING IRON OUT OF THE FIRE


by Shelly Morrow





Recent reports have ignited fears about the dangers of too much iron. But a healthful diet may be all it takes to get the right amount of this important nutrient.





At the gym you're pumping iron to keep your body sleek and healthy. But are you pumping the right amount of iron into your body to keep it running smoothly?





Iron was once considered a cure-all for fatigue, and iron supplements were touted to help energize anyone feeling tired and run-down. But research done in the past few years has called into question the benefits of infusing the diet with added iron. Studies done by researchers in Finland as well as at prestigious institutions in the United States including


Harvard University seemed to link high amounts of dietary iron with heart disease and cancer.





At this point, there are still no clear conclusions from these new findings, and nutrition experts haven't yet changed their recommendations for iron intake. "I think right now the research is too inconsistent to act on," says registered dietitian Wahida Karmally, director of nutrition for the Irving Center for Clinical Research at Columbia-Presbyterian


Medical Center in New York.





Registered dietitian Nancy Anderson, coordinator of the Heart Wise program at Emory University Medical Center in Atlanta, says iron may not be the only culprit. She explains that several other factors may have contributed to the study results. "For example, the high iron intake might also correspond with a high meat intake or a large consumption of red meat, which in itself can present cardiovascular problems because of the


satura ted fat and cholesterol," she says.





So before you pop some iron pills or swear off iron-containing foods, consider the important functions iron serves and how a balanced diet can help you get the right amount.





A Nutrient You Can't Do Without





It's in your blood; it's in your organs; it's in your muscles. Iron is such a basic nutrient that the mere 3-1/2 grams of it in your body, about the weight of 3-1/2 paper clips, is essential to your ability to function.   Iron is a pivotal part of the distribution and use of energy in the body, "Much of the management of oxygen depends upon iron," says Donald


McCormick, PhD, a biochemist and vitamin expert at Emory University in Atlanta. In fact, as part of the hemoglobin in red blood cells, iron makes it possible for your blood to deliver oxygen, and therefore energy, to the body.





In addition, certain enzymes that help the body metabolize food to produce energy are composed of iron. Iron is also a component of myoglobin, which stores oxygen in the muscles to be used in burning fuel during exercise.   "The metabolism of compounds from foods depends upon certain enzymes, or catalysts, that are in part iron-dependent," says McCormick.





Iron Deficiency or Overload





Because iron is such an essential nutrient, maintaining the right amount of iron in the body is important. If you are deficient in or overload on iron, your body won't function well and could suffer as a result. But it's not easy for everyone to maintain a healthy iron level. For example, any type of blood loss such as that from menstruation, surgery or internal bleeding from ulcers can reduce the body's iron levels. People with arthritis who take large or frequent doses of nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) may also lose iron.





Before Adjusting your iron intake, have your doctor check to find out what the current iron


level is in your body.





Because NSAIDs affect the blood's clotting ability, people who take them are a risk of an increased tendency to bleed. "I think with anybody taking NSAIDs on a daily basis, you probably want to look at their iron levels every now and then," says Jeffrey Katz, MD, a rheumatologist at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston. In this case, he explains, the doctor will want to find and fix the cause of the bleeding. The iron lost can easily


be replenished with supplements.





Temporary loss of iron through blood is usually compensated for by the foods you eat and is nothing to be concerned about. But some people may experience a more serious lack of iron called iron deficiency anemia that requires more careful attention. Women most often have this condition, caused either by a genetic defect that prevents them from absorbing enough iron from food or by a lack of iron in the diet or regular loss of blood during menstruation. This deficiency leads to a reduction in the amount of hemoglobin in the blood and, therefore, less oxygen distributed to the body. Under a microscope, iron-poor red blood cells appear smaller and paler than they should.





The first signs of iron deficiency are usually fatigue, weakness, pale skin and shortness of breath. "It's a fairly widespread problem that many adults, particularly women, don't get enough iron," says Anderson. Some studies estimate that 2 to 15 percent of Americans have some degree of iron deficiency. Iron supplement and eating plenty of iron-rich foods can help people who are truly anemic. But consult your doctor before you take


supplements -- most people don't need them and taking too much could result in iron overload.





For other people, approximately one in 250 Americans, absorbing and storing too much iron is the problem. The hereditary condition is known as hemochromatosis, and it affects men more often than women. "It's a genetic defect that causes people to simply absorb too much and exceed the usual iron storage capacity to the point that it becomes toxic," McCormick explains. While some of the initial symptoms of having too much iron in


the body, such as weakness, resemble the effect of too little iron, more advanced hemochromatosis can cause abdominal pain, changes in skin color, diabetes and joint problems. "What they basically develop," says Dr. Katz, "is osteo- arthritis in unusual locations, for example the index and middle knuckles of the hand." This pain, though, goes away once iron levels are restored, which can be done by donating blood.





Another negative consequence of having too much iron in the body is the potential for cellular damage from free iron. Just like gardening tools left in the rain, excess iron in your body is also susceptible to oxidation. This natural process may create highly reactive particles of free iron that can accumulate when the body's iron stores are full. Some


researchers think these free iron particles could potentially damage cells, possibly leading to clogged arteries or cancer, Anderson says. 





Before you try to increase or decrease your iron intake, find out what the current iron level is in your body. This can be done with a simple laboratory blood test. "It wouldn't hurt to have it tested once a year with a general physical," Anderson says. Your doctor can help you adjust your iron intake accordingly.





Eating a well-balanced diet is usually enough to ensure you're getting a sufficient amount of iron.





Getting the Right Amount





For most people getting the right amount of iron from their diet isn't all that difficult. The U.S. Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA) for iron, the amount people should get from food each day, is 15mg for women's ages 19 to 50 and 10mg for men over the age 18. Women over 50 need 15mg per day if they take hormone replacement therapy (because it causes monthly blood loss) and 10mg per day if they don't take it. Simply eating a well-balanced diet that includes a variety of foods is usually enough to get a sufficient amount of iron. "Eat a range of grains and fruits and vegetables, small amounts of lean meat, chicken without the skin, and low-fat dairy products; then you won't get excess iron, you'll get just the right amount," says Karmally.





There are two types of iron we get from food; heme iron, found in red meat, poultry and fish, is easily absorbed by the body. Nonheme iron, found in vegetables and fortified grains and cereals, is less easily absorbed. It's best to get some from both meat and nonmeat sources, Anderson says.





In addition, some chemicals and compounds in certain foods can help or hinder your body's ability to absorb iron. For example, oxalic acid in spinach and phytic acid found in some vegetables and grains bind to the iron in those foods and prevent your body from using it. Calcium, fiber, coffee, tea and antacids can also inhibit absorption, so you may want to avoid these when you eat foods containing iron or take iron supplements.





On the other hand, some chemicals found in foods actually help your body absorb iron better. Vitamin C, in particular, when eaten with iron-rich foods greatly improves the body's ability to take in iron from food.





But don't worry too much about food interactions. "There's always going to be some interaction between any foods you eat," Anderson says. "So if you do eat a balanced diet, you'll have some things that complement the absorption, and there are always going to be things that inhibit it, too."  If you want to be more certain of getting iron from your foods, says Anderson, you can counteract the negative effects of some foods on iron absorption by combining foods with vitamin C and those containing iron.  For example, drink a glass of orange or grapefruit juice with your fortified breakfast cereal or add orange slices to a spinach salad. For more ways to enhance iron in your diet, see "Iron-Rich Cooking" on page 49 and "Pumping Iron Into Your Diet" below.





While studies may continue to go back and forth on the benefits or dangers of iron, the best advice is still to eat a balanced diet containing a wide range of foods. That way you can be sure your body is getting enough of the iron and other nutrients it needs.
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