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We're always talking about gut instinct.
Well, the idea of the gut as a second brain
has been confirmed by science.
In the average adult, the diverse
population of bacteria known as your
microbiome weighs about 1.5kg, says
Professor Ted Dinan, head of psychiatry
at University College Cork and principal
investigator at APC Microbiome Ireland.
"There are far more bacteria in that
kilo-and-a-half than there are cells in our
body, so we're talking about an enormous
number of cells with an enormous amount
of DNA and a lot of that DNA produces
molecules that our bodies require."
In one study that Dinan points to, mice
that were born and raised in a sterile
bubble - so they had no gut bacteria showed differences in learning, memory
and social capabilities. They even had a
different stress reaction. Furthermore,
their brains showed important differences
in neurotransmitters such as serotonin,
which is associated with mood.
Your microbiota produces three
quarters of your neurotransmitters and
contains two0thirds of your immune
tissue. Not only does it produce certain
vitamins, including the B vitamins
essential to brain health, but it has a big
role to play in metabolising the good fats
found in fish.
The connection between mind
and body is so deep, that Dinan even
published a paper called 'The Collective
Unconscious'. While the title was tongue
in cheek, he says: "A point I was making
was that a lot of our behaviour is actually,
at a subconscious level, controlled by our
microbiota:'
He gives an example: "I've a sweet
tooth and I often wonder is it my brain
that is telling me I want apple pie or is
it my microbes - because if you eat a lot
of sweet things, you end up with a lot of
bacteria that feed off sweet material.

Water,

Keep a pet. Apparently.
it can improve the
diversity -0f your microb10me.
One study estimates that
you anti your pet will share
99pc of your microbiome.
Love me, love ·
my dog.

Sojf you do.n't eat sweet
material they are going to shrink
and die off, so they must have their
way of maintaining their existence as well.
"Without us the microbiota wouldn't be
fed. So we feed these microbes and in return
they produce molecules that we require.
"The evidence would suggest that
maintaining diversity in the microbiota
is essential for healthy ageing. For people
who lose diversity in the microbiota,
frailty follows on very quickly. If the gut
biota, for whatever reason" - often poor
diet - "becomes less diverse, you will
have poorer cognitive function."
Some strains of bacteria may work
as psychobiotics that enhance cognitive
function. For example, Prof Dinan
mentions a study he conducted on Bifida
bacteria longum strain 1714, that was
found to improve healthy brain function.
However, he points out that, "If somebody
is overweight, maybe has Type 2 diabetes,
is hypertensive, they get no exercise,
they smoke, then they are at high risk
of developing dementia. No probiotic or
psychobiotic will alter that fact."
What should we eat to support our gut
microbes? Fibre. In particular, he says, inu
lin, which is a specific type of fibre that we
can't digest but bacteria can. "It promotes
the growth of good bacteria like Bifido
bacteria. You'll find it in foods like chicory,
Jerusalem artichoke, potatoes, bananas,
onion and garlic. They all have reasonably
high concentrations of inulin and so would
promote the growth of good bacteria." Other
good sources are the polyphenols found in
nuts, seeds, coffee, dark chocolate, red wine,
olive oil and berries, and fermented foods
such as miso and kombucha.
While certain food and lifestyle choices
support a rich gut microbiome, says Dinan,
the reverse is also true. Trans fats and fast
food, for example, as well as too much stress
and lack of sleep, will reduce diversity.
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"Hydration," says Dr John Briffa, "is very important. It's been found
that relatively mild dehydration, as little as lpc, is enough to cause
problems around concentration and mood.
"A lot of people will recommend two litres, or eight glasses of water;'
continues Dr Briffa. ''.All of this is nonsense really because the amount
/ you need to drink varies enormously between people and how much
they're sweating, or what the weather is doing. You need to be drinking
enough fluid to keep your urine pale yellow; if you're doing that, you're
almost certainly well hydrated. Thirst is a pretty poor and late indicator
of dehydration."
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new frontie
Your nasal microbiome

Move over gut microbiome, the new buzzword is the rhinosinal
microbiome in your nose and sinuses. Just as there is an optimal
balance of bacteria in the gut, so there is in your nasal cavities and, in the same way, the microbiome can tip out of balance.
"As any cocaine user will tell you;' says Dr Bredesen, in
his book The End ofAlzheimer's, "the quickest way to the
brain is through the nose. Microbes have also figured this
out." Often these are mould species and bacteria that dig
in and cover themselves with protective shields called
biofilms that make it difficult for antibiotics to destroy
them. Not only do they have access to the brain but they
secrete byproducts that can destroy molecules in the brain
that support neurons and synapses, he says.
If you have chronic sinus problems, using a nasal spray,
such as Xlear Xylitol and Saline Nasal Spray (€13.65;
available at thehopsack.ie), to help clear nasty bacteria
will help. Dr Bredesen recommends restoring good balance
with protective probiotics, such as Probio Max and Restore,
however, nasal probiotics are not yet available in Ireland.
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NOT SO SWEET

According to a paper Just
published in the journal, 'Molecules',
artificial sweeteners found in zero- ·
. calorie drinks and many processed
foods were found to be toxic to th
gut microbiome: The study fool<�
�t silc popular sweeteners including
a�parta111e; suer.dose and saccharin<'.
This comes after a University of
Sydney study suggested using
:irllficial sweetei1ers can actuaUy
stimulate hunqer and
;n,,l<ct you eat. more.

I

ways to
futureproof
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Check for household moulds

There is plenty of evidence to show
that household moulds and damp can
affect respiratory health, but Dr Dale
Bredesen believes the damage doesn't
stop there. According to his research,
chronic exposure to various forms of
mycotoxins often found in damp and
moulds contributes to a particular
variant of Alzheimer's disease that
affects up to 500,000 Americans.
Whereas other forms of Alzheimer's
typically begin with loss of memory,
he says: "This type of Alzheimer's
tends to start earlier, in the late
forties and fifties, and the main
complaint is not loss of memory, but
loss of executive function. They have
trouble organising, they have trouble
calculating. One woman told me she
couldn't calculate a tip anymore that was the first sign. These are the
people who actually have more trou
ble quickly and often get fired from
their jobs because they can't bring
things together and organise them:'
The second sign may be that
they develop depression, he says.
''Next, they often have word-finding
problems, trouble speaking and
trouble with visual recognition, often
with recognition of faces, which is
called prosopagnosia:' This is the
tip-off that the problem stems from
some sort of toxic exposure, "and it's
often the biotoxins from the moulds''.
Phys:i.eally, the symptoms may include

asthma, rashes, headaches and
fatigue.
"If you have a house that has ever
had water damage, or has mould, that
really should tip you off. Please look
further into this;' says Dr Bredesen.
"There are now tests you can get for
mycotoxins in your urine, so you
can look at that. And get your house
tested."
There are a number of options
for anyone concerned that their
home may be affected. To check
whether biotoxins from spores may
be affecting your health, you can use
a kit obtained from mycometrics.
com in the US, who will analyse the
results and give you a risk score.
Closer to home, UK-based Buildings
Forensics (buildingforensics.co.uk)
will visit to assess your risk and
how to tackle the problem, while
Irish company Quigley Preservation
(quigleypreservation.ie) treat mould
and damp. You can also contact the
architect's representative body in
Ireland, riai.ie for details of an expert
in assessing your home.
Those in rentals or who can't
stretch to the measures needed to
address mould and damp, can invest
in a HEPA air filter such as the Dyson
Pure Cool. But, warns Bredesen, ''You
really have to be careful because as
long as you're exposed to this stuff,
you are damaging your brain."

The debate rages on about legalising cannabis
but, in the meantime, what is its impact on
the brain? Dr Daniel Amen has just published a
study that examined 62,454 SPEC'.[' scans to
discover the factors that cause premature ageing.
Schizophrenia was number one. "The next worst
surprised us;' says Dr Amen. "It's marijuana." He
supports legalisation, but ''let's not say its good for u

