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Aside from being harmful to the cardiovascular system, two 
important new studies have shown that excessive 
consumption of salt promotes inflammation and creates 
conditions favorable to the development of stomach cancer 
as well as of certain autoimmune diseases. 

 
The easiest way to reduce salt intake is to decrease the 
consumption of prepared products and to do the cooking 
yourself as much as possible. 

WAKE UP H. PYLORI 

Helicobacter pylori is a bacterium which possesses the 
characteristics of resistance to very acidic conditions and of 
infecting the wall of the human stomach. These H. pylori 
infections are particularly frequent in underdeveloped 
countries, but they also affect a significant portion of the 
North American and European populations. This infection 
manifests itself in the form of duodenal or gastric ulcers, 
and the inflammation which is associated with these 
conditions can damage the DNA of the cells in the 
digestive system and significantly increase the risk of 
cancer. In the large majority of cases, however, infection 
with H. pylori is asymptomatic, that is to say that the 
bacteria rests in a latent form, without provoking any 
damage to the digestive system. The identification of 
factors which are capable of “waking” H. pylori, and thus 
setting into motion the inflammatory cascade which 
ultimately results in stomach cancer, is important. 

It has long been known that excessive dietary salt increases 
the risk of stomach cancer. To determine if this increased 
risk could be due to activation of H. pylori, scientists have 
infected animal models with bacteria and examined the 
subsequent appearance of cancers in the stomach in relation 
to the amount of salt in the animal’s diet(1). They found that 
animals which were fed excess salt showed far more 

inflammation in the stomach and were more likely to 
develop gastric tumours. It seems that the presence of 
excess salt stimulated the production of a pro-cancerous 
protein (CagA) by H. pylori which unleashed the 
inflammatory cascade that is involved in the development 
of stomach cancer. In other words, without being a 
carcinogenic agent itself, salt is considered to be a 
secondary factor which supports the development of 
stomach cancer by providing H. pylori with the optimal 
conditions for expressing its oncogenic effects. 

OVERSTIMULATION OF THE IMMUNE SYSTEM 

When present in excess, dietary salt can accumulate in 
tissues and stimulate the activity of certain inflammatory 
immune cells. This activation can become dangerous since, 
instead of targeting foreign bodies, the immune system can 
attack the host cells and promote the development of 
autoimmune disorders. The marked increase in autoimmune 
disorders observed over the past 50 years coincides with the 
excessive use of salt by the food industry, particularly in 
junk food.  To examine in more detail the link between 
excess salt and autoimmune disorders, scientists have 
directed their efforts towards the impact of salt on a class of 
immune cells called TH17, known to actively participate in 
the autoimmune phenomenon(2). They observed that an 
increase in salt caused a spectacular increase in the activity 
of these cells, accompanied by a large increase in the 
secretion of several inflammatory cytokines (GM-CSF, 
TNF, IL-2). This increased activity could play an important 
role in the development of autoimmune disorders because 
the genetic models predisposed to develop these diseases 
saw their conditions significantly aggravated when they 
were fed with diets that were rich in salt.  

On average, it is estimated that Canadians consume 3,400 
mg of sodium daily, which is more than double the 
recommended daily amount (1,500 mg). This excessive 
intake is often really involuntary, since about 75% of the 
salt that we consume comes from processed food. The only 
truly effective way to accomplish a decrease in the 
consumption of prepared food is to cook at home as often 
as possible. And above all, when seasoning a dish don’t 
simply add salt! There are many hundreds of different 
spices and flavourings which come from all regions of the 
world, and these savoury ingredients can allow us to 
explore new culinary horizons.  

(1) Gaddy, JA et al. High dietary salt intake exacerbates 
Helicobacter pylori-induced gastric carcinogenesis. 
Infect. Immun. 2013; 81:2258-2267. 

(2) Kleinewietfeld, M et al. Sodium chloride drives 
autoimmune disease by the induction of pathogenic 
TH17 cells. Nature 2013; 496:518-522. 
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