Getting the Minerals We Need- A Very Serious Matter 

Introduction

Do you want to be as healthy as you can when you get older? Do you want to stay at about the same height as your normal adult height, or do you want to become much shorter and maybe stooped over some? Do you want your bones to stay as dense as possible and be less likely to fracture, or do you want your bones to become more porous and break more easily? Hip fractures cause the greatest health problems and the greatest number of deaths. Half of all elderly adults hospitalized for hip fracture cannot return home or live independently after the fracture. Breaking a hip is one of the leading causes of admissions into a nursing home. Elderly people are more likely to die within six months to one year once they have broken a hip, greatly due to the immobility and complications arising from immobility as well as the increased strain on the heart and other body organs. We all want to be able to take care of ourselves in our old age by staying as mobile as we can for as long as we can. Maintaining healthy bones is very important in preventing bone fractures and in staying more mobile. Minerals play a key role in bone health. 

For us to stay mobile, we also need to keep our muscles in good, working order. We can do that by getting the minerals we need through eating mineral-rich food and being physically active to improve strength, mobility and flexibility. Minerals are important for muscles to function. Muscles can't contract without certain minerals. 

Minerals are also important for our heart and circulatory system to function as it should. Minerals are important for our heart to beat regularly and to help prevent a buildup of fluid in our feet or other body parts. Excessive fluid buildup increases the work-load on our heart. 

Are you like many Americans and don't eat enough fruits, vegetables, milk and other foods that are our best sources of minerals, an important group of nutrients? Minerals do so much for us, yet good food sources are often low or missing from the food we eat. We need to think about the kinds of foods that we eat and be sure to include mineral-rich foods such as fruits, vegetables, milk and other foods.

We want to be as healthy as we can be for as long as we live, yet not eating foods that give us minerals can result in our having bones that become brittle and break easily, contribute to heart complications and can give us problems with swelling in our feet, legs or other parts of our body.

What You Will Learn
In this lesson, you will learn about the two main groups of minerals - major minerals and trace minerals. You will learn why minerals are important. You will also learn which foods are the best sources of the minerals. You will learn about the minerals that are required to be on the nutrition label - sodium, calcium and iron.

Food Guide Pyramid Review
A balanced diet that provides a variety of foods is the best guarantee of our getting all essential nutrients. All food groups should be included, and none should be overused. Use the USDA Food Guide Pyramid in planning the foods you will eat each day. Get the recommended number of servings from each food group since no food group contains all of the nutrients needed.


What Are Minerals?
Minerals are a group of nutrients needed by your body. They are important in regulating body processes and in giving your body structure. Have you ever experienced swelling in your fingers, ankles or feet? Minerals have an important role in keeping a healthy fluid balance. Minerals are also needed for your muscles to work or contract and for impulses to be carried over the nerve pathways. Certain minerals also help form bones. Bones make up the structure of your body. With such important jobs, we need to be sure to eat foods rich in this important group of nutrients.

Minerals can be classified into two main groups, based on how much you need. You need all the minerals, though, no matter whether you need just a little or need more. Major minerals are those needed in amounts of more than 250 milligrams (mg) daily. Calcium, phosphorus and magnesium are in this group, along with three electrolytes - sodium, chloride and potassium. Trace minerals are those needed in very small or trace amounts of less than 20 mg daily. These include chromium, copper, fluoride, iodine, iron, manganese, molybdenum, selenium and zinc. This lesson will focus on the minerals required on the nutrition label. They include sodium, calcium and iron.

Sodium 
Sodium is one of the most plentiful minerals in the body. Sodium is chiefly found in the fluids that circulate outside the cells, and only a small amount of it is inside the cells. We need to understand a little about the relationship between sodium and potassium to understand how sodium functions in our body, because they work as partners. Potassium, another mineral, is located mainly inside the cells. The interrelation between amounts of these minerals in their different locations permits substances to pass back and forth between the cells and the surrounding fluids. This movement of fluids across cell membranes is called osmosis. 

Sodium and potassium are important in keeping a normal balance of water between the cells and the fluids. A lowering in the sodium content of the fluids results in a transfer of water from the fluids into the cells. An increase in sodium causes a transfer of water from the cells into the fluids. All types of muscles including the heart muscle are influenced by sodium and potassium. Although potassium is very important, it is not required to be listed on the nutrition label. 

Sodium is needed for nerves and muscles to function as they should. Sodium helps maintain normal blood volume and blood pressure. It occurs naturally in some foods. Sodium is added during processing of some foods to preserve or flavor. We need some sodium, but we need to be careful to not get too much sodium. Getting too much sodium increases our risk of high blood pressure. A person might experience retention of fluid or swelling with overconsumption of sodium. 


Sodium is required on the nutrition label. On the nutrition label, the daily reference value for sodium is 2,400 mg. Many Americans consume six to 18 times that amount.

One way we get more sodium in our diet than we might realize is by using a lot of table salt, soy sauce, monosodium glutamate and soft water. Table salt is 40 % sodium. One teaspoon of salt contains about 2,000 mg sodium. To help people keep their sodium intake within a healthier level, they need to avoid highly salted foods and remove the salt shaker from the table. About a third of the total salt we eat comes from the salt shaker. Up to one-half comes from processed food, to which salt is added. The American Heart Association has recommended a standard of 20 milligrams of sodium per liter, to protect heart and kidney patients whose sodium intakes must be restricted. About half of the United States population drinks water containing more than 20 milligrams per liter.

Read the labels on canned, frozen and instant foods. Many are high in sodium. Unprocessed, whole foods are lower in sodium - and higher in potassium- than we might think. Don't use taste as a guide to how much sodium the food contains. Many foods high in sodium don't taste salty. For example, some cereals don't taste salty, yet cocktail peanuts do. However, those cereals may have more sodium in them than the peanuts. Salt has been added to the outside of the peanuts and our taste buds pick up on that quicker. Read the labels to be sure! 

The government definitions for sodium on the nutrition label are:


	PRIVATE
Label Claim Definition - Per Standard Serving Size

	Sodium Free
	Less than 5 mg sodium

	Very Low Sodium
	35 mg or less sodium

	Low Sodium
	140 mg or less sodium

	Reduced Sodium
	At least 25 percent less sodium

	Light in Sodium
	50 percent less sodium




To avoid too much sodium: 

· Enjoy unsalted flavors of foods. 

· Cook with only small amounts of added salt. 

· Add little or no salt to food at the table. 

· Eat pickles, olives and other pickled foods less often. 

· Cut back on eating salty or smoked meats such as lunch meats and franks, or select the lower-salt ones. 

· Researchers with the Agricultural Research Service reported that just about all processed meats can be made with 20 % to 25 % less salt with no risk or spoilage. 

· Select food products prepared with less sodium. 
· Read labels for sodium content. Look in the list of ingredients for words that would tell you if sodium is in that food: soda, sodium or the symbol for sodium, Na. Examples would be sodium bicarbonate for baking soda, monosodium glutamate, di-sodium phosphate and others. 

· Eat plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables. 

Calcium
Calcium is required on the nutrition label. Calcium has many important uses in the body. This important mineral is used to build bones and teeth. Calcium helps keep your bones strong by slowing the rate of bone loss that can occur as you become older. If you get cut, calcium helps blood to clot. The clotting of blood helps you stop bleeding. Calcium is important for your heart to maintain a regular heartbeat. It's also necessary for muscles to contract as well as helps maintain healthy cell membranes. You see, calcium does so much for us, yet many of us don't get the amount of calcium that we need.


Calcium is found in three classes of food - milk and milk products, green vegetables and a few fish and shellfish. Calcium absorption is enhanced by vitamin D, phosphorus and lactose in milk. More calcium is lost in the urine by eating more protein than we need. When we increase our fiber intake, we need to increase the calcium we get from food since fiber decreases the absorption of calcium. We need the fiber, though. 

Tools were developed by our government that help us see if we get the amount of calcium we need. One is the USDA Food Guide Pyramid and the other is the nutrition label on food labels. If we get the recommended number of servings of each of the basic five food groups in the USDA Food Guide Pyramid, we will get the calcium we need. On the nutrition label, the daily reference value for calcium is one gram. The lesson on milk provides more information on calcium.

Iron
Iron is necessary for the making of new cells, amino acids, hormones and for nerve cells to function. Most of the iron in the body is a part of hemoglobin or red blood cells. About 80 % of the iron in the body is found in the blood. Hemoglobin carries oxygen in the red blood cells. Smaller amounts of iron are found in myoglobin that is in muscle cells. The red blood cells act as a shuttle service, traveling back and forth between the lungs and the muscles and other parts of the body to carry and maintain a fresh supply of oxygen. Iron aids in use of energy and prevents iron deficiency anemia. Iron increases resistance to infection. 

Since most of the iron in the body is found in blood, whenever you lose blood, you lose iron. Be sure to eat iron-rich foods and eat other foods with them to help increase the absorption of iron. If iron stores in the body are low and used up, the body cannot make enough hemoglobin to fill its new red blood cells that are being made. Without enough hemoglobin, the red blood cells are small and are lighter red than normal. Since hemoglobin is the bright red pigment of the blood, the skin of a fair person who is anemic may become pale. These smaller hemoglobin cells can't carry enough oxygen from the lungs to the tissues, so energy released in the muscle cells is impaired or doesn't function as it should. This affects every cell in your body. You could then feel tired, weak, have headaches and be apathetic. You also could have lowered resistance to colds and infections. Your body isn't able to regulate your body temperature as well. You may feel cold. Children with low intakes of iron become irritable and restless. Some people who are iron-deficient crave eating ice, clay or other unusual substances. Iron-deficiency results from eating not enough iron-rich foods, blood loss or blood loss due to parasite infections of the gastro-intestinal tract. 

In looking at the Food Guide Pyramid, the meat group is the best source of iron. Meat, fish, poultry and legumes are good sources. Vegetables, especially dark greens, are good sources of iron. Foods in the milk group are as poor iron sources as they are great calcium sources. 

Grain foods are good sources of iron. Iron is one of the enrichment nutrients. Select whole-grain or enriched breads and cereals. The more of them you eat, the more iron you receive. About 25 % of all the iron consumed in the United States comes from foods to which iron has been added, including enriched breads and cereals and fortified breakfast cereals. Although a single serving contributes very little iron, these food sources become significant sources of iron because people eat so much of them. 

Iron occurs in two forms in foods: as heme iron, which is the type found in iron-carrying proteins hemoglobin and myoglobin in meats, poultry and fish. The other form of iron is called nonheme iron. Normally, about 10 % of the iron in food is actually absorbed by our body.

Heme iron provides about one to two milligrams of the 10 to 20 milligrams of iron the average person consumes in a day. Most of the dietary iron is nonheme iron. About one-fourth of the iron in heme iron is absorbed, but nonheme iron's absorption is affected by many factors. By thinking about these factors and planning accordingly, you can double or triple the amount of iron your body actually gets from foods. Small amounts of meat, fish, poultry or 

vitamin C help you better absorb the iron from other foods. To absorb the most iron, use one or both of these enhancing factors at every meal. The more vitamin C-rich foods, the better. Tea inhibits iron absorption. Coffee inhibits it a little less, and orange juice greatly enhances it.

Iron is one of the three minerals required to be on nutrition labels. Calcium and sodium are the other minerals. The nutrients listed on the nutrition labels reflect a focus on nutrients of public health concern that may help reduce the risk for certain diseases, instead of those that prevent vitamin and mineral deficiencies. The % Daily Value shows how the amount of iron in a serving of that particular food compares to 18 milligrams, the Daily Value for iron for the nutrition panel on the label.

Web Site Activity
Visit the Meals for You website: 
Find Recipes: By Nutrition in the left column. 
Click on Lower Sodium.
Scroll down the recipes listed on the left and click on one you might like to try. Print one recipe and try it.
Go back and click on By Popularity.
Scroll through this as a source for some other recipes you can click on to see. You do not have to order one of these cookbooks.

Summary
Minerals are a very important group of nutrients for us to consume daily. We need to eat according to the USDA Food Guide Pyramid to be sure to get the kinds and amounts of minerals we need for the day. We need to read the nutrition facts panel on the food labels. We need to make a concentrated effort to include healthy amounts of sodium, calcium and iron in our diets daily. We need to include a vitamin C food or a small amount of meat, poultry or fish with a nonheme source of iron to help our body better absorb the iron.

