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Broccoli, protector of the liver

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, March 28, 2016

Several studies have clearly established that cruciferous
vegetables — and broccoli in particular — are amongst the
plants which are most important for preventing cancer.
Some recent results indicate that this vegetable also
prevents the accumulation of fat in the region of the liver,
another important factor in cancer risk.

The current epidemic of obesity coincides with the arrival onto the
market of industrially transformed foods, overloaded with sugar
and fat. Beyond promoting the development of excess weight and
obesity, one little-known aspect of the overconsumption of these
foods is that they induce the accumulation of fat around the liver,
which is known in medical terminology as non-alcoholic hepatic
steatosis (alcohol can also induce this phenomenon). This is
because the liver has the particular ability to store the surplus sugar
that we ingest in our food and to release it into the circulation when
our stomachs are empty in order to maintain a normal blood sugar
level, essential to the proper functioning of all cells in the body.

However, when the supply of sugar is too high as, for example,
following the excessive load provided by many processed foods,
this mechanism is completely overwhelmed and the excess sugar is
thus transformed into fat. In other words, eating too much fat and
sugar does not only provoke a visible accumulation of fat in
adipose tissues, but also excess “invisible” adipose, situated in the
liver.

LIVER CANCER

This accumulation of fat is quite insidious, because it has
enormous repercussions on liver function. For one thing, the excess
fat is perceived as an alarm signal by certain classes of immune
cells, particularly macrophages, which produce important
quantities of inflammatory factors to combat such “enemies”.
There is thus destruction of healthy tissue caused by this
inflammation, which leads to the production of fibrous tissue to
plug the damage. With time, these “scars” perturb the blood
circulation in the organ and can lead to cirrhosis or to a
hepatocellular carcinoma.

On the other hand, scientists have recently reported that excess fat
can also provoke the formation of free radicals, which destroy the
immune cells which specialize in the elimination of cancer cells
(CD4+), thus favouring the development of hepatocellular
carcinoma'.

In other words, the presence of excessive fat in the liver represents
an important risk factor for liver cancer, both for its pro-
inflammatory effect as well as for its negative impact on immune
surveillance. All of these factors result in the incidence of liver
cancer being nearly five times higher in obese persons than in
those who maintain a normal weight’.

BROCCOLI TO THE RESCUE

It is well known that the best way to prevent hepatic steatosis is to
minimize, as much as possible, the consumption of processed
foods overloaded with sugar and fat, particularly junk food.
However, surprising results have allowed us to consider whether
this accumulation of fat could also be prevented by the regular
consumption of broccoli’. A team of scientists initially observed
that a Western diet (rich in saturated fats and sucrose) was
associated with a rapid increase in body weight as well as a
significant accumulation of fat globules within the liver, along with
an increased presence of inflammatory macrophages. The addition
of brocceoli to this diet had no effect on the increased weight, but
nevertheless spectacularly decreased both the accumulation of fat
around the liver as well as the inflammatory response mediated by
macrophages. Even more importantly, the scientists observed that
this inhibition of hepatic steatosis by broccoli prevented the
development of hepatocellular carcinomas induced by
diethylnitrosamine, a powerful carcinogenic molecule.

Another demonstration that broccoli is truly not just another
vegetable like the others!
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