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DETOX MYTHS BUSTED
T
Conflicting information on the benefits of detoxing can leave us struggling to separate fact from fiction.

he yuletide binge can often push us
towards a post-festivities cleanse once
January rolls around in the new year.
And there’s no doubt that there will be a
marketing blitz attack of books, boxes and bottles
with some combination of detox cleanse or flush
assuring to detox by drawing toxins from our
body and cleansing from the inside out. Promising
us everything from weightloss and energy boosts
to glowing skin. However the question remains –
is detoxing everything the marketing hype makes
it out to be or are our bodies able to detox just
fine on their own, without dropping our hardearned cash on placebos at the one time of year
we really can’t afford it? Without a doubt, the
commercialisation of detoxing has tainted many
people’s view that there may be any legitimate
benefits. Alongside the dieting business, detox
products have turned into a multi-billion dollar
industry. For centuries many cultures have
promoted fasting and cleansing as a way of
gaining mental clarity, maintaining good health
and staying disease free, but in real medical terms
detoxification means treatments for dangerous
levels of drugs, alcohol or poisons like heavy
metals, rather than treatments casually selected
from a spa menu or pulled off the shelf in the

pharmacy. But is there something in lending our
bodies a helping hand, especially today as we
overload our systems with processed foods and
live in more polluted environments than our
ancestors could ever have imagined?

DO BODIES ACCUMULATE TOXINS?

Evaluating any detox is simple: understand
the science of toxins and how detox kits, and
programs claim to remove toxins and you might
just be able to separate true detoxing tools from
marketing bumf. Every day we are bombarded
with information that tells us we are pumping
our bodies full of toxins, and we are left with the
idea that we are somehow poisoning ourselves
and need to atone for our dietary sins through
detoxing. Food additives, gluten, salt, meat,
prescription drugs, smog, GMOs, and pour
beloved Friday bottle of wine are said to cause
a buildup of toxins in the body, but Dr David
Heber, an endocrinologist at the University of
California, says, “A three-day detox diet isn’t
going to remove toxins in your body, when the
basic problem is an unbalanced diet or lifestyle.”
This is why many detox programs now promote
healthy, clean food as part of its program rather
than fasting or just juice diets. Detoxing teas
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and supplements are there to complement
rather than restrict. While starvation diets
that mask as detoxes are out.

THE NEW DETOX

Detox diets now promote detoxing
alongside a diet of unprocessed fresh food,
juices and exercise. With so many of us
addicted to high fat, high sugar, high carb
diets it’s hardly a surprise that after a week
of clean living you start to feel invigorated.
Making any positive lifestyle changes
are a health boost all on their own and
reasonable dietary advice for everyone.
Chris James, a yoga and alternative health
guru who created the popular 12 Days
Cleanse is an advocate of clean living, but
also of using nutritional supplements to
boost the body’s cleansing function. “It’s
true that our bodies are designed to selfcleanse. That is what our kidneys and liver
are there for. But it’s also true that now
more than we ever we are exposing our
bodies to far more toxins in our food and
air.” James says that many of his followers
experience weight loss on his cleanse but
he is quick to point out that this is merely
a happy by-product of his program – the
ultimate aim is to feel re-energised and less
sluggish, through a programme of blood,
tissue and metabolic regeneration. “My
recipes and dietary advice are also vital.
My clients find that this encouragement
towards healthy and most importantly,
tasty food is what helps them make better
food choices when they finish the cleanse,
so it’s great if you want to kick-start a new
health regime.”

CAN A DETOX RESET BAD HABITS?

There is a school of thought that believes
that detoxing, especially classic restrictive
juice detoxes like the Master Cleanse,
which involves only drinking a concoction
of lemon, maple syrup, cayenne pepper and
water for ten days helps you to overcome
the psycological need to eat and therefore
helps to break bad habits. However, as
James suggested a more mindful approach
to eating can achieve the same results
without the starvation diet. “We need
to focus on health, not thinness,” says
dietitian Paula Mee, of the dietetic clinic in
Medfit Proactive Healthcare in Blackrock,
Dublin. “I discourage anything related to
deprivation; and personally encourage the
idea of eating when you’re hungry, in a
mindful, conscious and relaxed state.” She
feels it’s better to be mindful about how
much you are eating, why you are eating
and what you eat. Sometimes we don’t
eat because we’re hungry – it may be that
we’re actually thirsty; or responding to
other triggers such as boredom, time of day,
loneliness or stress.” Try improving your
food awareness skills such as recognising
when you are hungry and full, reflecting

on the health consequences of particular
foods and evaluating portion sizes instead
of taking drastic steps in the hope of
hitting a reset button.

DOES DETOXING KEEPS THINGS
MOVING ALONG?

Many detoxes focus on colon cleansing and
this is an idea that harks back even as far as
ancient Egyptian times when autointoxication
– the idea that putrification of stools causes
disease – was revered and cleanses existed
to clean out the bowels. Science led us to
discard autointoxication as we gain a better
understanding of physiology but the colon
remains ground zero for detox advocates,
who argue that a toxic sludge (sometimes
called a mucoid plaque) is accumulating
in the colon, making it a breeding ground
for parasites and other nastiness. But there
is little medical evidence to show that this
exists. Many colon-cleansing products use
fibrous ingredients which have a laxative
effect on the body, such as aloe vera, psyllium
seed husks and bentonite clay or herbal teas
with senna. And while these work well on
a sluggish digestive system, very often it is
only liquifying what we have just imbibed
rather than getting rid of any old sludge
clinging to our colon walls. Also longterm use
of laxatives can deprive your body of vital
nutrients over time as food and liquid passes
through your body without being absorbed.
For this reason immediate weight loss is
common after a colon detox, but is usually
due to loss in water and the body will usually
return to its pre-detox weight over time
naturally. However, colon cleanse products
that use chemical laxatives are to be avoided
as they force waste out of the body but also
kill good bacteria in the gut.

CAN IT KEEP DISEASE AT BAY?

The skin, kidneys, lymphatic system,
our gastrointestinal system, and most
importantly, the liver make up our
astoundingly complex and sophisticated
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detoxification system and don’t need to
be changed like an air filter. However, it
is advantageous to add nutritional extras
to your diet. James’ cleanse includes a
fibrous intestinal cleanser, but also probiotic supplemets for good bowel health,
and a supplement of chlorophyll rich
green foods like spirulina and chlorella
which are known to alkalise the body
and balance acidity. Talya Lewin, a
holistic health counsellor who studied
at Columbia University in NYC, and
creator of Superl!fe, says: “These green
supplements such a wheatgrass are the key
to good health. “Throw away the weighing
scales and simply crowd out the unhealthy
foods, and add healthy ones to give you
a boost.” Superfoods like hemp seeds,
mulberries, chia seeds, goji berries, and
cacao nibs can be easily added to salads or
into juices made in high quality blenders
like the Nutribullet, which completely
liquifies fruit and vegetables so you don’t
lose important fibre. “These foods are high
in Omega 3, iron and fibre, and radically
upgrade the nutritional value of meals,”
says Lewin. “This is what will keep you
more alert and energised for longer. Not a
calorie or nutrition restrictive detox.” ■

THREE HEALTH CRAZES
WORTH THE SPEND...

Mrs Green Mix (€12.95) Superlife

Chris James 12 Day
Cleanse (€140) Space NK

Nutribullet (€129.99)
available at Brown Thomas
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