Fiber is more than Beans and Bran

CPT Sarah Flash, ACES, Registered Dietitian

About 35% of cancer deaths each year are related to poor eating habits.  How can you reduce your risk?  While no single food can prevent cancer, making better food choices can reduce your risk for certain types of cancer.  For example, diets high in fiber help reduce the risk of colon cancer.   Fiber also helps lower risk of heart disease by reducing cholesterol levels and prevents constipation and diverticulosis.  Diverticulosis is a disease where pockets form in the large intestine.  When food gets caught in these pockets, they become irritated and inflamed.  These abnormal pockets usually form because of a diet that is too low in fiber.

Found only in plants, fiber is the part of the plant that can not be digested by the body.  There are several different types of fiber, but they are commonly separated into two major classes, soluble and insoluble, both of which should be eaten daily.  Soluble fiber is believed to aid the performance of several body functions.  Several studies have found that when combined with a lowfat diet, consuming soluble fiber may help lower cholesterol, and therefore, prevent heart disease.  In addition, it may play a role in regulating blood sugar levels--important for diabetics.  Insoluble fiber also has health benefits.  Acting as bulk in the intestines, insoluble fiber helps keep the digestive system running smoothly, aiding or preventing constipation and other intestinal problems.  Studies also indicate that diets rich in insoluble fiber may lower the risk of some types of cancer.  If you are watching your waistline, high fiber foods may be helpful for weight control because they fill you up, require more chewing time, so you may eat less, and most high fiber foods are high in vitamins and minerals and low in fat which can cut calories.

Some good sources of soluble fiber include legumes (pinto beans, kidney beans, black-eyed peas, etc), various grains (rice, oats, barley, corn), and some fruits and vegetables such as apples, oranges, carrots, and potatoes.  Good sources of insoluble fiber include wheat bran, whole grains and fruits or vegetables such as strawberries, pears, bananas, green beans, broccoli and peppers.  All these foods may contain both soluble and insoluble fiber.

The average American consumes 10-12 grams of fiber per day.  The goal for fiber intake is 20-35 grams per day.  Children need fiber too!  For children ages three to 18, use the child’s age plus five.  For example, if your child is eight years old, he would need (8+5) 13 grams of fiber per day.  You can achieve that goal by including at least 5 servings of fruits and vegetables and 6-11 servings of whole grain breads, cereals, rice and pasta.  Check labels for the fiber content.

When increasing fiber, start slowly.  Add one high fiber food, adjust to it, then add another and always remember to drink more fluids, at least 8 cups every day, to keep the fiber moving through your digestive tract.

Fiber Boosting Tips

1. Eat a variety of foods

2. Eat more legumes such as kidney beans, navy beans, lima beans and black-eyed peas.  Add to soups, salads and casseroles

3. Enjoy fruits and vegetables, preferably with its peel.  Examples include apples, pears, or plums.  Substitute whole fruits for fruit juices.  Add fruit to cereal, yogurt, muffins, or as toppings

4. Experiment with the more unfamiliar (but easy and delicious) grains such as barley, buckwheat, couscous and quinoa

5. Use potatoes, brown or wile rice, whole wheat pastas instead of foods made with white flour

6. Use whole grain bread products and add bran to muffins, pancakes, casseroles, or cereals

7. Add seeds or nuts to salads, muffins or breads.  Trail mix or popcorn is a high fiber snack

Garden Wrap

1 cup cooked brown rice

1 cup each (chopped):  tomato, zucchini, yellow squash, bell pepper

½ tsp each:  garlic powder, dried oregano, lime juice

2 Tbsp balsamic vinegar

Dash hot pepper sauce

4 8-inch fat-free tortillas, warmed

Preheat broiler.  Spread vegetables out on cookie tray and broil until vegetables are browned – about 12-15 minutes.  Combine vegetables with rice, seasonings, vinegar, and pepper sauce.  Spoon 1 cup of the filling down the center of each tortilla and roll up.

1 wrap contains about 10 grams of dietary fiber, 1 gram fat, and 180 calories

