8th of March is designated World Women’s Day and all over the world, various activities would be held to honor women. As individuals, let us spare a prayer for the women in our lives who have helped mould us into who we are. As a dietitian, I would like us to focus on some health and nutrition issues that are specific to women. 
The nutritional needs of women begin right from infancy. Unfortunately, there are some homes where the male child is given more meat and fish than his sister because ‘he is a man’. This is sad because both children need the nutrients to grow. More importantly, females lose iron and other nutrients through menstruation and so need more iron and protein from this period. As they grow, women have special nutritional needs due to hormonal changes that occur with menstruation, pregnancy, lactation, and menopause, all of which has an effect on the nutrition of a woman. Of the many diseases that affect women, five have a scientific-based connection to nutrition: iron-deficiency anaemia , osteoporosis , heart disease , type 2 diabetes , and some types of cancer.

Iron-deficiency anemia is very common among females following the beginning of the menstrual cycle. Iron deficiency is also common among females with poor diets or very low body weight. Good sources of iron include red meat, dark green leafy vegetables eg kontomire, beans, soy etc.
Folic acid deficiency can also impact on anemia. During pregnancy, folic acid is critical because its deficiency can lead to a baby having birth defects of the brain and spinal cord. Good sources of folic acid include dark green leafy vegetables, oranges, dried beans etc. 

Osteoporosis is more common among women than men. Osteoporosis is an irreversible disease in which the bones become porous and break easily. There are many factors that contribute to this disease, including genetics, diet, hormones, age, and lifestyle factors. 

Diets low in calcium, or magnesium, or diets high in caffeine, alcohol, and sodium or phosphorous, may increase the chance of developing osteoporosis. Good sources of calcium include low-fat dairy products, milk, fish with bones, such as salmon and sardines and dark green leafy vegetables. 
Weight-bearing exercise, such as walking briskly, jogging or climbing stairs, helps to build strong bones and prevent osteoporosis. 
Heart disease risk increases among women above 45 who are obese, have poor diets and also physically inactive. Women above 30 should have annual medical check-ups, monitor blood pressure, exercise daily, consult on a healthy diet and reduce the junk foods. 
The factors described above that predispose aging women to heart disease also increase women’s risk of developing type 2 diabetes. Hormonal changes during pregnancy may trigger a condition called gestational (pregnancy-related) diabetes. All pregnant women should insist on checking their blood sugar levels monthly. 
Breast cancer risk increases among obese, sedentary women and dietary factors may possibly play a role in its development. Some studies suggest that excessive fat intake may increase breast-cancer risk. Excessive alcohol consumption does appear to raise the risk of breast cancer in women. Diets that include adequate amounts of fruits, vegetables, and other fiber-rich foods may protect against breast cancer.

Menopause is another difficult period in the life of women and in the past not being able to explain the changes that occur in women during this period led to some women being declared witches. During menopause, a woman's metabolism slows down and weight gain can occur. The accumulation of body fat around the abdomen also increases. Exercise and careful food choices can minimize both of these occurrences. We need to support our menopausal women and understand them. 
To stay as healthy as possible as long as possible, women should get regular medical checkups, including tests for diabetes, osteoporosis, cholesterol and blood pressure. 
To our mothers, aunties, sisters, cousins, nieces, daughters, girlfriends (present and past), wives, colleagues, I say God bless you and thank you. 
Please tune in to Food Gallery on Choice 102.3 FM this Saturday, 7-8am to join us discuss in more detail and variety, World Women’s Day and issues affecting our women. 

