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Eating Right to Prevent Colon Cancer
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Cancer has been the leading cause of death for Thai people for several decades. Recent statistics for 2012
from the National Cancer Institute show that colon cancer is the third most common cancer in women,
following breast cancer and cervical cancer, and the second most common in men after lung cancer. The
prevalence of colon cancer in females has remained constant as the third most common cancer since 2007, but
for males colon cancer was the number one killer in 2008 and 2011. Hence, it is apparent that colon cancer is
an ever-present risk for many of us (1). The causes of colon cancer remain unclear, but the most important
factor that may increase the risk of the disease includes unhealthy lifestyle eating patterns. In order to prevent

colon cancer, we would like the readers to understand the risks of the disease and to modify their eating

habits.
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Consumption Patterns and Risks of Colon Cancer

In the past, cancer and other non-communicable diseases (NCDs) were rare among Thais because most people
cooked their own rice-based, traditional meals at home and usually ate together as a family, in which benefited
in a variety of foods. There were several dishes served, such as steamed mackerel and chili paste, with fresh
vegetables and blanched vegetables as side dishes. Also, various kinds-of soup dishes were enjoyed, including
curry soup, plain soup, and tom yum (spicy lemon grass soup), these were made with a variety of vegetables
and herbs. Today, however, the hustle and bustle of daily life has caused Thais to change their eating habits
with a primary emphasis on convenience. Many Thais seldom cook their own meals but typically buy ready-
to-eat food outside their home. Such meals may include less nutritious food or may even contain food
contaminated with toxic substances. Repeatedly consuming foods with little variety may cause an
accumulation of toxins which the body cannot get rid of in a timely manner. In addition, consumer behavior is
increasingly influenced by foods from abroad, such as pizza, spaghetti, hamburgers, steaks, fried chicken,
French fries, hot dogs-and soft drink. These foods are typically high in calories with a lot of starch and meats
high in fat, while dietary fiber content is very low. Buffets have also become popular, and often result in the
diner eating more food than necessary. These unhealthy eating habits are having negative effects on health and

are resulting in obesity, which is a risk factor for colon cancer and other non-communicable diseases.
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Food consumption patterns and lifestyles affect the incidence of cancer as well. In a group of ethnic Japanese
who moved to the United States, researchers found that among the descendants who changed their eating
habits and adopted the American way of life with a diet high in fat and low in fiber, the rate of colon cancer
was higher than that of the Japanese living in Japan (2). This shows how consumption patterns may affect

long-term health.
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Recommendations for Preventing Colon Cancer

The World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) together with the American Institute for Cancer Research (AICR)
have made recommendations both about consumption habits and lifestyles that pose risks and about how to
prevent colon cancer in their latest update of 2011 (3) with seven factors related to consumption discussed in
detail as follows:
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1) Exercise has been confirmed to definitely help reduce the risk of colon cancer. We should adopt a

lifestyle that is always active, so called physical activity. Avoid sitting in front of a television or computer for
long periods of time. Exercising more can be accomplished by starting from things that may be done during
the day, at the workplace, while doing housework, traveling, or relaxing. For example, walk or ride a bicycle

instead of driving, or use the stairs instead of the elevator.
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2) Consuming dietary fiber will definitely reduce the risk of colon cancer. Dietary fiber consists of

carbohydrates that are resistant to digestion by enzymes in the body. Fiber is not absorbed in the small
intestine, but will be fermented by bacteria in the colon which helps the excretory system to work efficiently.

Dietary fiber derives from plants, and can be divided into the following types.
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2.1) The soluble fiber includes the gum found in legumes, the pectin found in fruits such as oranges,
lemons, and apples, or hemicellulose found in un-milled rice. This type of dietary fiber will be digested by
bacteria in the intestine creating gas and short-chain fatty acids that are beneficial to the body in terms of
preventing colon cancer. Gum and pectin become gel and slow down toxin absorption, and they can attach to
the toxins allowing them to be excreted from the body. They also bind with water and sugar forming gel that
increases the viscosity of digesta while slowing down the absorption of glucose, which is beneficial to patients
with diabetes (4).
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2.2) The insoluble fibers such as cellulose and lignin are a component in the plant structure which
give them strength. These fibers can be found in whole grain bread, bran and a variety of vegetables. This
dietary fiber absorbs water well causing the feces to be soft and adding to its volume, thus also adding to stool
volume. It stimulates regular bowel movements thereby eliminating constipation and effecting easy-to-pass
stools. This kind of fiber also reduces the amount of time during which toxic or carcinogenic substances are

exposed to the intestines.
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Different types of vegetables and fruits often have both types dietary fiber but in different proportions. We
should consume a wide variety of fruits and vegetable to achieve a beneficial balance. The Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) have advised consuming 400-
600 grams of fruits and vegetables per day. However, the survey results of the 4™ Annual National Health
Survey from 2008 to 2009 by the Office of Public Health, Thailand, found that only 17.7% of Thai population
consumes enough fruits and vegetables (5). Thus, encouraging consumers to change their behavior by turning
to more fresh fruits and vegetables will be beneficial both in terms of consuming more dietary fiber which
aids in regular bowel movements, and providing vitamins and phytochemicals that have antioxidant properties

as well. For example, Chinese broccoli and ivy gourd have high vitamin A; citrus fruits and berries are high in

flavonoids; and beta carotenes are found in carrot and pumpkin.
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3) Red meat consumption - Consuming meat, whether salted, smoked, grilled, stewed, or preserved

(such as ham, bacon, sausage, fermented sausage or Chinese sausage) will definitely increases the risk of

colon cancer. Red meat and blood contain heme (a deep-red iron-containing blood pigment) which stimulates
the production of carcinogenic nitrosamine group. In addition, the body of a person who consumes red meat
regularly will produce this toxin by itself. In the process of marinating meat, preservatives called nitrates are
added in order to prevent the growth of a deadly bacteria called Clostridium botulinum, producing botulinum
toxin which attacks the nervous system; nitrates are also used to make meat products appear red and look
appetizing. Nitrates will react with amino acids derived from digesting protein and create nitrosamines.
Therefore, we should limit our consumption of red meat to not more than 500 grams/week, and we should

avoid eating processed meats (6).
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Meat that has been fried, grilled, or stewed at temperatures higher than 150°C or for longer than two

hours will contain a carcinogen called heterocyclic amine, or HCA. Additionally, grilling will cause twice as



many carcinogens, namely both HCA and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH), which come from the
incomplete combustion of fat and oils dripping from the meat onto the coals; in smoked meats, the smoke
itself contains toxins that will bind with the food. An easy way to reduce these toxins is to avoid the meat in
direct contact with flames, for example, by wrapping the meat with foil or banana leaves before grilling, by
first cooking the meat in a microwave before grilling to reduce the length of time that the meat is exposed to

high temperatures, and by cutting off the burnt parts of the meat prior to eating (7).
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4) Drinking alcohol will definitely increase the risk of colon cancer, especially in males, and there

are many reasons for this. For instance, carcinogenic acetaldehyde is derived from the digestion of alcohol, it
is considered as the most toxic metabolite of alcohol metabolism. Alcohol accelerates the formation of free
radicals through the lipid oxidation process. There are other carcinogens such as nitrosamines, phenols,
hydrocarbons, and so on in alcohol. Therefore, daily alcohol consumption should be limited to one glass for

women and two for men.
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5) Being overweight and a “beer belly” will definitely increase the risk of colon cancer because

obesity is a risk factor for colon cancer.
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6) Chronic inflammatory bowel disease definitely increases the risk of colon cancer.
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7) Smoking will definitely increase the risk of colon cancer. Smoking also causes many other

cancers.
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Postscript

Hopefully the reader will see the importance of healthy eating. Please take care of your health and consume
healthy foods. Foods to combat colon cancer should be clean and nutritional. We should eat a variety of
foods from the 5 Food Groups with an emphasis on high-fiber foods such as vegetables, fruits, and
whole grains. We recommend eating Thai foods with various types of vegetables, such as kaeng liang (a
spicy mixed vegetable soup), kaeng som (sour soup), tom yum (spicy lemon grass soup), stir fried vegetables,
and som tam (spicy papaya salad). Exercise regularly and avoid things that can increase the risk for
cancer is a must. This new year we hope that you can adapt this information to your life for the sake of your

good health.
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Let's all be food
Smart!



