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Food Preservative Nitrites  

 Maligned for decades as a suspect cancerous agent, sodium nitrite, the  preservative in meats and other food products, may not deserve the bad rap it has gotten all those years after all. On the contrary, today, this century-old salt, thought to be of no use and irrelevant before, may even be a modern life-saver. A new medical dogma may be in the making that could change our mindset as far as sodium nitrite is concerned.


Scientists at the US National Institute of Health and other researchers discovered preliminary evidences that sodium nitrite may be a potent adjuvant treatment for a range of illnesses, like heart attack, brain aneurysm rupture, sickle cell anemia, pulmonary hypertension that causes reduced oxygen and severe shortness of breath that suffocates infants. The common denominator among these conditions is the reduced body oxygen level they cause that tends to destroy the cells and tissues.

Our body has a built-in, self-sustaining, auto-regulating, pharmaceutical manufacturing plant. The various chemicals it normally produces and utilizes every moment of our life are what keep us going. As long as the natural balance and harmony are maintained, our corporal engine is in good running order.

Nitrite, which is found in green leafy vegetables, is one of the chemicals produced by our body, but it gets used up quite fast, since the body reserve is limited. Our normal activities, and more especially when we exercise and our blood oxygen gets low, nitrite is immediately converted to nitric oxide, which is a vasodilator (a substance that opens up blood vessels) to allow more blood to supply the tissues and cells that are being used, providing them more oxygen. This is same basic principle in the use of anti-erectile dysfunction drugs like Viagra, Cialis and Levitra.

In the studies done so far, nitrite appears to “guard and protect” the cells and tissues from damages when their blood supply is blocked by hardening of the arteries or blood clot. Nitrite immediately converts to nitric acid to cause vasodilatation to promote more blood flow to the affected cells and tissues (heart, brain, lungs, muscles, etc.) to ward off cellular damages and tissue death. This is part of the body’s auto-defense mechanism for tissue and organ preservation. But the body produces only small amount of nitrite, not enough to effect a significant remedy when an insult occurs in any vital organ. For instance, when a heart attack ensues, the store of nitrite in the heart muscles is depleted within a few minutes trying to keep the heart muscles alive. This is where the good news about these
 recent research findings come in.

It was actually by accident that lead researcher Mark T. Gladwin, M.D., and National Institute of Health cardiologist Richard Cannon III, M.D., discovered the good effect of nitrite while studying a related compound, nitric oxide, long known to be a vasodilator but difficult to use as a drug.

When sodium nitrite is injected to volunteers, the blood flow increases three times the normal. According to David Lefer of Louisiana State University Health Sciences Center in Shreveport, nitrite “interrupts the chain reaction caused by harmful proteins spewed by dying cells, which in turn take our their neighbors,” which protects the other cells nearby and prevent a domino effect.

Nitrites, in high doses, are an antidote to cyanide poisoning, but they are in themselves also toxic at that level. In one of the studies,  the main artery that fed the heart in mice with low nitrite level was clipped for 30 minutes (simulating a blocked artery, causing a heart attack), and nitrite was infused before the removal of the clip. Nitrite reduced by 67% the amount of heart muscle that died.
 
In and experiment on sheeps at Loma Linda in California, nitrite therapy in nebulizers (similar to the inhaler used by asthmatic patients which they inhaled through the mouth) was used to treat experimental pulmonary hypertension and it showed that sodium nitrite was better than nitric oxide. The latter is very expensive, costing about $1,000 for a day’s treatment among babies with pulmonary hypertension, and requires a special complex machine not available at all hospitals. Nitrite, on the other hand, would cost pennies or a dollar per treatment.

These initial data are most encouraging, and hundreds of studies are now going on around the world simultaneously because of this “discovery.” The United States government is hoping some drug companies may soon join NIH in expanding the research to involve human subjects, clinical volunteers, to prove once and for all that sodium nitrite satisfies the stringent scientific criteria for an effective and safe drug for human therapeutic consumption.

When that day comes, which could be as early as within a couple of years from now, it will be a great medical breakthrough whose beneficiary is the whole of mankind.
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