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Why You Should Eat Those Fruits & Veggies…Anyway
The recent outbreak of E. coli tainted spinach may have secretly been cheered by those disinclined to eat spinach in the first place, kids foremost among them.  I can hear them: “I told you I shouldn’t have to eat this stuff!”  I am sure my own children were privately enjoying a brief respite from Dad’s “eat your veggies” refrain.

Even more than the rare, if potentially dire, threat of infection, concerns about pesticide residues have often been used (by my patients, among others) as an argument against the prudence of produce consumption.  I have often wondered when my patients raised the issue if their concerns were genuine, or just a hopeful excuse.  Either way, the fact is that the benefits of consuming vegetables and fruits (in that order) vastly outweigh the occasional and potential harms.  So while a brief spinach break was clearly warranted, a renunciation of veggies- or fruit- in the name of health most certainly is not.  You really should eat more produce- and here’s why.
The Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2005 call for 2 cups of fruit and 2½ cups of vegetables daily for a reference diet of 2,000 calories per day.   They further encourage us all to choose a variety of fruits and vegetables each day, and to select from all five vegetable “subgroups” (dark green, orange, legumes, starchy vegetables, and other vegetables) several times a week. 

Despite this advice, and long-standing efforts to promote fruit and veggie consumption via such programs as the National Cancer Institute’s ‘5 a Day’ campaign, average intake of produce in the US is well below the recommended levels.  A recent study published in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association finds that fewer than 40% of us approximate the recommended intake level.  Yet even that rather pitiful statistic fails to tell the whole story, for the recommended intake level is set willfully low to make it more realistic.  (I could reveal my sources for this inside information, but then I’d have to kill you…)
As science accumulates, the case for vegetables and fruits seems to keep getting stronger, while that for supplements of single nutrients found in such products keeps heading in the opposite direction.  A recent meta-analysis (a research method that uses rigorous statistical techniques to pool the results of related studies) by French researchers published in the Journal of Nutrition found a strong, inverse association between either fruit or vegetable intake and the risk of heart disease.  
A number of studies of mostly plant-based diets have shown reductions in heart attacks.  The mostly plant-based DASH (dietary approaches to stop hypertension) diet can lower blood pressure nearly as well as medications.  And the mostly plant-based diet used in the Diabetes Prevention Program was part of a lifestyle intervention that reduced the risk of diabetes in high-risk individuals by a remarkable 58%.
The role of fruits and vegetables in cancer prevention is less clear.  Most studies on the subject find some protective effect, but it is often modest.  That may be due in part to the fact that cancer develops over decades, so it is dietary pattern over many years- not just recent years- that most influences the risk of cancer.  Another possible explanation is that diets abundant in vegetables and fruits tend to be less abundant in such things as fatty meats, which raise cancer risk.  So a reduced risk of cancer related to a more plant-based diet could be the result of what is not being eaten, along with what is.  Interestingly, while the low-carb diets in fashion of late have tended to banish fruits, fruits are more consistently associated with reduced cancer risk than are vegetables.
Studies of vegetarians- in particular the 7th Day Adventists of California- consistently show advantages across every measure of health, including life expectancy.  This evidence is thoroughly, and persuasively, summarized in a recently published book by Michael Jacobson, PhD, Executive Director of the Center for Science in the Public Interest, and his colleagues, “Six Arguments for a Greener Diet.”

Even when health hazards do attach to fruits and veggies, as they have in the case of E. coli tainted spinach, they actually relate more to feed animals than the produce itself.  The E. coli that contaminated spinach began in the intestines of cattle.  Were we to raise and eat fewer cattle, the likelihood and frequency of such cross contamination would be much reduced.
Similarly, pesticides are needed in part to support the growth of crops on a massive scale, whereas small farms tend to be the bastions of organic methods.  Large farms often raise crops to feed the animals that feed us.  Were we to eat more crops and fewer animals ourselves, a lot less acreage- and potentially a lot less pesticide- would likely be required.

The active ingredients in fruits and veggies that account for the myriad benefits have proven elusive.  Studies of nutrients in isolation have been a litany of disappointment.  Two famous trials of beta-carotene for cancer prevention, ATBC and CARET, actually hinted at an increased cancer risk in those receiving the supplements.  Recent trials of vitamin E, called HOPE and GISSI, have similarly failed to show benefit and even hinted at harmful effects in those receiving supplements.
Results such as these may be because we are studying the wrong nutrient.  Or because nutrients act differently in concert with one another than when taken alone in high doses.  Or because the benefits of fruits and veggies relate not only to vitamins and minerals, but to families of antioxidants- such as the flavanoids or carotenoids- or even to nutrients we have not yet identified.  Or perhaps all of the above.

But while there is much we don’t yet know about the mechanisms by which fruits and vegetables influence health, we certainly do know enough to prevent a lot of serious disease if we would put the knowledge to use.  People who eat more fruits and vegetables- up to and including entirely vegetarian diets- enjoy better health than those who eat fewer.  While tragic, the rare illness resulting from contaminated produce does not alter this conclusion.

The bottom line is, of course: eat your fruits and veggies.  The active ingredient in a blueberry may simply be: blueberry.  And so, too, for broccoli, and bananas, and very soon again, spinach.  
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