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Preventing Breast Cancer with the
Mediterranean Diet

Richard Béliveau

Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, November 09, 2015

An important study has shown that menopausal women who
adopt a Mediterranean-style diet, rich in extra-virgin olive
o0il, see their chance of developing breast cancer reduced
by 70%.

Judging by the numerous “healthy” diets which make their
appearance each year, one could think that eating well is a very
complicated thing. In some of these, it is recommended to prohibit
gluten, fat or even sugar; in others, it is more likely meat, dairy
products or even cereal grains which are considered to be guilty
and which should be eliminated from the diet. However, these
extreme diets do not represent any real solution to actual health
problems, not only because they are quite severe and practically
impossible to follow in the long run, but also because their
supposed benefits have never been scientifically proven.

What the scientific studies over the past four decades have actually
established is much more concrete: one can be in good health and
prevent the development of myriad chronic diseases simply by
adopting a Mediterranean diet. This program is based on six major
principles:

1)  Systematic utilization of olive oil as a source of fat.

2)  Daily consumption of large quantities of plant-based
foods such as fruits, vegetables, beans, nuts and cereal
grains (whole grain).

3)  The regular consumption (several times per week) of
fish and of dairy products (particularly fermented, e.g.
yogurt).

4)  The moderate consumption of red wine (1-2 glasses per
day).

5)  Very restrained consumption (several times per month)
of red meat and of sweets.

6)  An active way of life.

This is nothing revolutionary, therefore, but it nevertheless
represents a drastic change relative to the living habits of North
Americans, whose diet is principally based on red meats, refined
wheat flour and simple sugars, and where the large majority of
individuals follow a sedentary lifestyle.

EXTRAORDINARY BENEFITS

Several studies have clearly shown that following the
Mediterranean diet is associated with a notable decrease in the
risks of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, cognitive decline and of
certain forms of cancer. In the latter case, the studies have

suggested that the people who adhere to a Mediterranean diet have
a 15% lower risk of developing cancer, a protection which can
even reach 60% for cancer of the uterus.

To determine if this protection could also be observed for breast
cancer, which is also hormone-dependent, scientists have examined
its rate of occurrence in women who participated in the Spanish
study PREDIMED (PREvencion con Dleta MEDiterranea),
undertaken in 2003 to examine the effects of the Mediterranean
diet on heart diseases. In this randomized clinical study, the
participants were divided into three groups; i) Mediterranean diet
supplemented with extra-virgin olive oil, ii) Mediterranean diet
supplemented with a variety of nuts, and iii) a diet low in fat, as is
suggested by organizations devoted to fighting heart disease.

The participants were women aged 60 to 80 years at high risk of
cardiovascular diseases, due (in some) to type 2 diabetes while
others exhibited at least three risk factors (e.g. smoking,
hypertension, elevated levels of LDL-cholesterol). By analyzing
the incidence of breast cancer affecting the women in these three
groups, the scientists found spectacular reductions in risk for those
who had adhered to the Mediterranean diet, with a risk decrease of
40% in the group receiving diet supplementation with nuts and of
70% in the group supplemented with olive oil'.

These observations are very important, because these randomized
groups are considered as the gold standard in clinical research (the
subjects are sorted into groups randomly, which minimizes
statistical distortion). The drastic decrease in the risk of breast
cancer observed in this study due to adherence to the
Mediterranean diet consequently represents extraordinary proof of
the predominant role played by diet in the prevention of this
cancer.
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