Swine Flu – Businesses Can Protect Themselves

By Sally Whitman
With 100,000 new cases of Swine Flu daily, and the UK having the highest number of cases outside America and Mexico, businesses are right to be concerned about the possible impact on their staffing and work programmes.  The Federation of Small Businesses has recently urged companies to prepare themselves rapidly.

It is vital not to panic about Swine Flu, since to date the symptoms in most cases have been no worse than those of the usual winter flu.  However, workplaces are indeed vulnerable to the rapid spread of the infection expected in the autumn in terms of the number of people who may be absent from work at once.  So far all the advice has focused on managing the infection in the workplace via keeping infected people at home and following the “Catch It, Bin It, Kill It” hygiene procedures.

This is a much more positive message for businesses.  

Whether your employees succumb to the infection depends to a large degree on the strength of their immune system. If people pay especial attention to their nutrition at this time, they are more likely to be able to ward off the virus or at least reduce the severity and duration of the symptoms.

Studies show clearly, for example, that deficiency of key immunity nutrients such as selenium, vitamin D and zinc may now be common in the UK population.  Deficiency of the major anti-viral, Vitamin D, is now reckoned to be as widespread as that of the anti-oxidant selenium, which is the biggest single nutrient deficiency in Europe and yet a vital immune protector.  So making sure that your staff know how to correct any such deficiency and boost their natural immunity is clearly going to put you at an advantage.  Some of the key steps your employees can take are listed below.

Key Nutritional Steps to Boost Immunity

· Take 1 gm (1000 mg) of timed-release vitamin C daily**, with bioflavonoid plant extracts if you can
· Keep your intake of added sugar from all sources (drinks, cereals, cakes, chocolate, puddings, etc.) to a minimum 
· Boost your intake of anti-oxidant rich fruit and vegetables, especially anything dark green, orange or yellow such as broccoli, cabbage, carrots, squash, apricots, or yellow/orange peppers. 
·  Citrus fruit, peas (frozen), berries, cherries and kiwis are also excellent.  How about trying for at least 7 portions daily – 3 of fruit, a salad and some steamed vegetables?
· Eat some live yoghourt, and a few unsalted nuts or seeds daily
· Use garlic regularly– cut up in advance, eat raw (!) or add towards the end of cooking to maximise the active ingredient allicin
· Make sure you are eating at least two portions of good quality, low fat protein daily from eggs, chicken, fish, lean meat, nuts and seeds, dairy, pulses or soya – especially important for vegetarians and vegans
· Avoid hydrogenated or trans fats in margarines, cakes and pastries and processed foods, to boost your absorption of the immune protecting essential fats
· Take vitamin C or foods containing vitamin C with iron-rich foods such as red meat, lentils and eggs
· Increase your fish intake to 2 or 3 times weekly for extra zinc and selenium, including oily fish such as salmon, tuna and mackerel
· Eat largely wholefood, prepared freshly at home, rather than processed food or ready meals at this time
· If you can, invest in a good daily multi-vitamin containing B vitamins, vitamin D and trace minerals such as zinc, selenium and iron.
** Do not take vitamin C if you are regularly taking any blood-thinning drugs such as Warfarin or Aspirin because vitamin C also has the ability to thin the blood.
Taking some or all of these simple steps could boost the natural anti-viral defence of large numbers of reasonably healthy people who may simply be missing one or more of the critical nutrients through their daily food choices.

Especially vulnerable people

The government has identified and listed the most vulnerable members of the population, who are advised to make contact with a doctor at the first sign of an infection.  These include pregnant women, children under 5, people over 65, those with chronic lung, heart, kidney, liver or neurological disease, diabetics, drug-treated asthmatics, immuno-suppressed patients and those undergoing chemotherapy.  

But evidence suggests that there may be another group of people who need to take special precautions since their immune systems may be unbalanced in a way that makes them more susceptible to infection.  This group includes people who tend to get frequent, sometimes recurring infections over the autumn/winter period, and those who are susceptible to one of more of hay fever, rhinitis, sinusitis, chest infections, allergies or food reactions. 

For these people, innate immunity may be suppressed to some degree, meaning that infections may not be tackled effectively at the outset.  For them, it may be particularly important to have a look at their nutrition at this time, and even consider some extra protection such as supplementation of proven immune-supporting nutrients over and above vitamin C.  Well-known immune boosters include Echinacea, Bee Propolis, garlic and probiotics.

So there is actually much that people can do to protect themselves, and employers can make sure that their employees are well informed on the subject.  Some companies have already caught on to this, arranging briefings for their staff on how they can boost their natural immunity and viral protection.

A recent CIPD report highlighted that private sector absenteeism has reduced with the recession.  Helping people understand how to boost their natural immunity provides an opportunity for employees to learn how to look after themselves better enabling them to improve their protection against the usual autumn/winter onset of colds, flus and chest infections for future years as well.  

And who knows - that could turn out to be a very worthwhile long-term investment for absence management, as well as a short-term fix to minimise the potential harm from Swine Flu!
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Blackberry Nutrition is offering on-site briefings to local companies who are concerned about the effect of swine flu on their workforce and work programmes over the coming autumn and winter.  The briefings will cover the complete nutritional protocol for immunity boosting, what to do as soon as you contract an infection, and helpful lifestyle measures.

For further information, please call 01453 755331 or visit www.blackberrynutrition.co.uk.
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