Are your health problems due to vitamin D deficiency?

Vitamin D deficiency is now seen as epidemic; in New Zealand and Australia around 50% of adults and children are deficient in this very important vitamin. 

Vitamin D is actually a type of hormone. It is made in the skin when UVB rays from direct sunlight shine on it, and cholesterol in the skin is converted to vitamin D. It is also found in some foods. Vitamin D deficiency has become this common because we avoid the sun due to the risk of skin cancer.  Even when in the sun we put on SPF 15 sun-block which cuts out 99% of UVB. 

What about getting vitamin D from food? It is actually very difficult to get enough, as it’s found in only a few foods, mainly in oily fish (especially wild salmon), some fortified foods (usually milk) and cod-liver oil.
Here is a brief outline of the damaging effects of vitamin D deficiency:

Increased risk of cancer – including the skin cancer melanoma
It is now well documented that living at latitudes with less sun exposure results in a greater risk of developing and dying of colon, prostate, breast, ovarian, non-Hodgkins lymphoma and many other cancers. A recent 4 year study showed older women (55+) who took 1100iu Vitamin D2 per day reduced their risk of all cancer by 60% compared to the group taking a placebo. Why is this? Vitamin D is a potent inhibiter of cancer cell growth, and if there is a deficiency cancer cells can grow more easily in many tissues (including the skin) and organs. 

Increased risk of autoimmune diseases; rheumatoid arthritis, type 1 diabetes, multiple sclerosis and Crohn’s disease.
High vitamin D levels reduce the risk of autoimmune diseases. Again people living in latitudes where there is less sun, have much higher rates of these diseases. Here’s what some studies show with supplementation:

Taking a daily multivitamin with 400iu per day of vitamin D reduces the risk of developing multiple sclerosis by 40% and rheumatoid arthritis by 40%, compared to those who don’t supplement. 

In another study children in Finland who received 2000iu per day of vitamin D from age 1 had an 80% less risk of developing type 1 diabetes (the type you need insulin injections for).

Bone and muscle pain and weakness, sometimes mistaken for fibromyalgia or chronic fatigue syndrome.

Severe vitamin D deficiency results in muscle weakness & pain, and bone pain. This is commonly misdiagnosed as fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue syndrome, or even depression. Studies in rest home residents show muscle speed and strength improve, and falls decrease by 70% when a daily supplement of 800iu vitamin D is given. 
A blood test of vitamin D levels is necessary for diagnosis.

Reduced immunity to colds and flu
New research shows that vitamin D, not vitamin C, provides the most efficient protection against cold and flu viruses. Vitamin D increases your ability to fight infections by increasing the bodies production of antimicrobial peptides, which can destroy viruses, bacteria and fungi. 
In one study, doses of Vitamin D were given to 208 women over a period of three years. Half the women were given placebos. Those who were given the vitamins reported a 70% reduction in colds and flu. 
Skin problems; psoriasis and eczema 

Vitamin D supplements given to people with eczema increase production of protective compounds in the skin, and vitamin D creams are used to successfully treat psoriasis.
Increased risk of osteoporosis and fractures in adults and rickets in children

Vitamin D is essential for bone health, in the intestine it promotes calcium and phosphorus absorption, without adequate vitamin D you can only absorb 10% of calcium from food. Calcium and phosphorus build bone structure. In children, low vitamin D leads to poor bone formation, a condition called rickets. It can also limit a child’s growth and stop bones reaching their maximum density. In adults it increases osteoporosis, and the risk of fractures from weakened bones. In one 5 year study, where elderly people were given vitamin D supplements, fractures were reduced by 22% compared to those not supplemented. 
Increased risk of heart disease and high blood pressure
One study showed that when people with slightly elevated blood pressure were exposed to sunshine daily their blood pressure returned to normal. People with heart disease are more likely to develop heart failure if they are vitamin D deficient. In arterial disease and heart disease there is inflammation in blood vessels, and vitamin D is shown to have a relaxing anti-inflammatory effect.
Other diseases linked with Vitamin D deficiency
Vitamin D deficiency is also linked with a host of other diseases, such as asthma and wheezing, schizophrenia and depression, type 2 diabetes, insulin resistance and syndrome X. 
Are you at risk?

Pregnant women are particularly at risk, a study in Wellington found 90% of pregnant women were vitamin D deficient.

Dark skinned people need to have more exposure to sunlight to make vitamin D, in New Zealand dark skinned people are more deficient than those with pale skin.
Elderly people: the ability to make vitamin D in your skin as you age can be reduced by up to 75%. Elderly people in care who stay indoors are particularly susceptible.  

If you always cover up or use sunscreen in the sun, or stay mostly indoors you are likely to be vitamin D deficient. 

Babies who are exclusively breastfed risk deficiency as there is little vitamin D in breast milk (even less in the milk of mothers who are deficient) especially if they have no exposure to sun.
If you live in the South Island and get less than ½ hour sun exposure daily during the winter and don’t supplement or eat oily fish you could be deficient.

Obesity increases risk as more vitamin D gets stored in fat cells and less is available to be used.

How do you measure for vitamin D deficiency?

You can get ask your Doctor for a blood test, this measures serum 25(OH)D, also called 25-hydroxyvitamin D or 25-hydroxy-cholecalciferol  ideal range 14-76 µg/L  or 35–55 ng/mL. It is best to have vitamin D in the higher end of the range.
How do you get enough vitamin D?
Vitamin D from the sun:

Getting sun on your skin without sunscreen is by far the best way to get vitamin D.  You can go in the sun or use a tanning lamp with UVB, however it is very important NOT to burn. Burning increases risk of skin cancers and damage. If you are light skinned 6 – 9 minutes per day of sun on arms and legs (or on face, hands & arms) at 10am or 2pm in the summer is all you need (Don’t go out between 10am and 2pm). In winter you need 24 minutes in Auckland and 40 minutes in Christchurch at 12.00midday. If your skin is darker you will need more - from 2 – 5 times more sun for the darkest skin, to make enough vitamin D. Vitamin D is stored in fat tissue and used later, so if you can’t get out in the sun at work, make sure you get exposure during days off.

Vitamin D from supplements:
If you don’t get enough sun exposure, such as in the winter, recent studies show you need to supplement with 1000iu vitamin D3 per day to maintain ideal Vitamin D levels. If you are severely deficient you may need a higher dose to build up to ideal Vitamin D levels (your Doctor can prescribe this).
Websites with more Vitamin D Information
http://lpi.oregonstate.edu/infocenter/vitamins/vitaminD/
http://www.uvadvantage.org/portals/0/pres/
www.vitamindcouncil.org
Zone products available to help

Nutralife Vitamin D3 1000iu x 60 caps 
(Note: this is the same form of Vitamin that your body makes, do not take the less absorbable vitamin D2.)
Zone Multivitamin and Mineral tabs: a daily dose of 4 tabs has 600iu per day (plus 46 other important vitamins, minerals and antioxidants.) Zone Micronutrutrient: 1 bottle 120 tabs, dose 4 per day
Zone Bone Support has 200iu per day, plus 6 different types of calcium. 90 caps, dose 3 per day
Go to www.zonediet.co.nz and click on shop online for more info and to order
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