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INSIDEEDITION

By CLARE MASTERS

‘ ’
We are in the midst of a group of new childhood epidemics, which are

directly related to industrialism and its associated pollution,
environmental degradation and toxicity

The gut reaction
Our modern lifestyle
and diet could be
playing havoc with our
children’s health

Food for thought . . . Tina Longfield says a diet free of processed foods helps her children Zac, Kye and Zahli. Picture: SHANE CHALKER

I
n the moments after birth, the
newestmember of the family is
handed by a gloved doctor to a
euphoric but exhausted moth-
er. The baby is wrapped and

placed on mum’s stomach to retain
warmth, the umbilical cord is cut
and the clock commences ticking
the first minutes of life.

During this time mum and bub
begin to bond, dad could well be
moved to tears and perhaps the
newborn’s name — decided months
ago — is suddenly shed because the
new arrival just doesn’t look like a
Dillon/Eloise/Apple.

Also in this window, unknown to
proud parents, their baby’s intesti-
nal tract is being colonised by
crucial bacteria that some doctors
now believe can mean the differ-
ence between an allergic child or a
childhood free of dodging allergens.

For the infantswho came into the
world by being squeezed through a
birth canal, the bacteria is likely
beneficial, but for babies born by
caesarean their colonisation proc-
ess is delayed and increasingly
experts suspect it is this process
that is key to the development of
some childhood conditions.

Across the globe, disorders such
as asthma, autism, ADHD and food
allergies are exploding into epi-
demicproportions,andonegroupof
doctors believes this epidemic of
paediatric illnesses are linked.

The 4-A disorders, as some in the
medical profession colloquially call
them, have risen astronomically with
one doctor estimating a 1500 per cent
increase in autism internationally,
500 per cent in ADHD, 700 per cent
rise in allergies and a 300 per cent
spike in asthma in the past 20 years.

InAustralia, about 5 to 10 per cent
of children suffer from the modern
day malady ADHD, one in 10 have
Oppositional Defiance Disorder
(ODD) and one in six have asthma.

An Australian study released this
week found autism is now diag-
nosed among one in 160 children
and new research shows there has
been a tenfold increase in prescrip-
tions for the ADHD drug, Ritalin.

Asthma is now the most com-
monly reported long-term child-
hood condition, with an across-the-
board 8 per cent increase since
1989-90. And allergies are also at
epidemic stage in children and
adults in Australia with the num-
bers suffering from hayfever doub-
ling in the past 25 years.

Meanwhile, a new NSW Health
study reported caesarean rates
have continued to increase across
the state, rising from23.6 per cent in
2001 to 28.1 per cent in 2005, prompt-
ing Health Minister John Hatzis-
tergos to launch an investigation
into delivery rates and why women
are increasingly opting for a birth
under the knife.

Published research has found chil-
dren born by caesarian to mothers
with allergies are seven times more
likely to develop allergies to egg, fish
or nuts while another study found
C-section infants were 106 per cent
more likely to develop food allergies
than children born naturally.

They are alsomore likely to suffer
diarrhoea and may be at increased
danger of asthma later in life.

Professor Peter Dingle fromMur-
dochUniversity’sSchool ofEnviron-
mental Science, believes this del-
ayed colonisation can also become
the gateway to more chronic condi-
tions such as ADHD and autism.

‘‘If you have a sick gut, bacteria
isn’t functioning properly and you
get cracks in the walls of your
intestinal lining,’’he says. ‘‘Itmeans
more things can get into the blood

directly, they are going through the
gaps in the gut.’’

These toxins, which Dingle says
can come fromfoods or the environ-
ment, then pass into the blood
stream and can travel up into the
brain causing neurological and psy-
chological problems. ‘‘I have no

doubt there is amajor link,’’he says.

Dingle says many of the paediat-
ric disorders are largely Western-
based, showingwhat he believes is a
connection to food and lifestyle.

‘‘It is very much a lifestyle thing
that probably comes mostly
through our diet; highly processed,

very commercial food. We are
unhealthy because of our lifestyle
and diet and caesarian births.’’
Director of the Mindd (Metabolic,

Immunologic, Neurologic, Diges-
tive, Disorders) Foundation’s Syd-
ney branch, Leslie Embersits, is
gearing up for a conference in May

that will bring together experts
from across the world to discuss the
link between learning and beha-
vioral disorders, allergies and diges-
tive problems.

‘‘Almost every autistic child has
ADHD, asthma, allergies, it is a
wholemulti-systembreakdownthat
goes back to cell health. It’s too
many toxins, not enough nutri-
ents,’’ Embersits says.

‘‘Childrenhave less of anability to
detox and at the same time we are
being bombarded with more toxins
which include food additives.

‘‘Each successive generation is
less able to handle toxins. And
digestive health isn’t good so you
get a lot of toxins getting into the
blood and going into the brain.’’

The organisation’s new bible, Dr
Kenneth Bock’s book Healing The
NewChildhood Epidemics: Autism,
ADHD, Asthma, And Allergies is
one of the first to link the 4-A
disorders. Speaking at a Mindd
conference in Sydney in May, Bock
will claim astronomical increases in
autism, ADHD, allergies and asth-
ma (1500 per cent, 500 per cent, 700
per cent and 300 per cent over the
past 20 years) links modern toxins
and nutritional deficiencies to im-
mune and gastrointestinal systems
that trigger most of the symptoms
of the 4-A disorders.

Bockhas said this rash of paediat-
ric illness can be partly
explained by genetics, but believes
they are largely driven by toxins.

‘‘The primary underlying genetic
vulnerability appears to be, inmany
children, an impaired ability to
detoxify, which has left them
unable to cope with the increasing
toxicity to which they are exposed,’’
he has said.

‘‘We are in the midst of a group of
new childhood epidemics, which are
directly related to industrialism,and
to its associated pollution, environ-
mental degradation, and toxicity.’’
Mother-of-three Tina Longfield

knows better than any textbook the
effect that certain foods can have
on her family.

All her children were delivered
naturally andwhile her entire family
has a history steeped in allergens, it
wasn’t until her eldest sonZac, 8,was
born that she became a victim of the
food and environment assault.

‘‘Right from birth we have had
problems with him and food and
behaviour problems, when he
started primary school the school
counsellor did some tests and diag-
nosed him with severe ADHD and
Oppositional Defiance Disorder,
pretty much everything you could
label a child with,’’ she says.

‘‘Hewould just goballistic like you
couldn’t even imagine, he couldn’t
even speak properly, it was like he
was in a drug-induced state just
from having a packet of Twisties.

‘‘I ended up having to take him
out of school for a term.’’
After seven years of ‘‘absolute

hell’’ where even prescribed ADHD
medications transformed Zac from
a ‘‘monster’’ into a ‘‘zombie’’, Long-
field says only a strict diet free from
processed foods, wheats and certain
fruits have helped.

‘‘Whenhe doesn’t have thewrong
foods he is an angel, he’s a different
child and he knows it,’’ she says.

‘‘He knows straight away if he’s
had something to eat by accident,
he says to me: ‘Mum, something’s
making me feel yukky’.’’
Although Longfield’s two other

children are not diagnosed with
ADHD, her daughter Zahli, 5, suf-
fers food-induced asthma and her
youngest Kye, 2, gets rashes from
certain foods.

‘‘He gets bowel problems,’’ she
says. ‘‘When I was breastfeeding
and ate the wrong foods he’d get an
upset tummy.’’

Longfield says through trial and
error she has found gut health can
play a crucial role in her children’s
health and behaviour, but she bel-
ieves most allergic children inherit
their conditions.

She says: ‘‘We have tried every-
thingwithZac, everykind of profes-
sion but when he was born he was
born with that intolerance.’’
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