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Kombucha and yogurt are as ubiqui-
tous as granola at health-food stores these 
days. You may even know someone (or 
be someone) who is making her own 
kimchi, cheese, beer or pickles at home. 
Fermentation may seem like a modern 
trend among health-conscious and DIY 
types, but the practice has been around for 
a very long time.

Cultures throughout the world have 
utilized fermentation, a process of breaking 
down carbohydrates (sugar, for example) 
into acid or alcohol in the absence of 
oxygen for thousands of years. It happens 
naturally under certain conditions and 
can be promoted by introducing specific 
microorganisms—a yeast, mold or bacteria 
culture—into the food. Yeast is used to 
make beer, for example, and lactic-acid-pro-
ducing bacteria are used to produce yogurt. 

Before refrigeration, fermentation was 
an important method of food-preserva-
tion. The acids resulting from the process 
created an environment hostile to the 
microbes that lead to spoilage. And, the 
introduced or native bacteria cultures in 
these foods protected their turf, in a sense, 
against unwelcome microorganisms that 

might otherwise take over, spoiling the 
food and potentially making the unlucky 
eater sick.    

Fermented foods offer nutritional ben-
efits, too. “Fermentation starts pre-digestion 
of the food itself, so it helps us break down 
and absorb nutrients in foods,” explains Dr. 
Courtney Jackson, N.D., lead physician of 

the National College of Natural Medicine’s 
ECO (Ending Childhood Obesity) Project 
based in Portland, Oregon. For example, 
fermentation enhances calcium and zinc 
absorption from whole grains and dark 
leafy green vegetables by breaking down 

oxalic acid and phytic acid, naturally occur-
ring components that can otherwise inhibit 
absorption of these minerals. 

The process of fermentation even boosts 
the vitamin content of food. “Fermented 
foods can have higher quantities of B vita-
mins,” says Jackson, “which are involved 
in energy production, mood regulation 
and other important processes in the 
body.” And there’s more good news: When 
we eat live-culture foods, their beneficial 
bacteria enhance our intestinal environ-
ment and fend off disease-causing bacteria. 
“It’s important that our gut has regular 
exposure to friendly bacteria,” Jackson 
says. “This helps keep the gut and immune 
system strong and in check.”

Research on the health benefits of fer-
mented foods is somewhat lacking, with 
the exception of studies on probiotics, spe-
cific strains of bacteria that are typically 
cultured in laboratories and considered 
by some to be more beneficial than lactic 
acid bacteria occurring naturally in foods. 
(Lactobacillus strains added to yogurt are 
among the most common; look for ‘live, 
active cultures’ on the label.) An impres-
sive body of research has shown probiotics 
to be helpful in treating and preventing 
irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), diarrhea, 
constipation and other gastrointestinal 
maladies. These “good” bacteria have also 
proven beneficial in treating vaginal infec-
tions, high blood pressure, high choles-
terol, and more. 

Beyond their health benefits, fermented 
foods have distinctive sour or tangy fla-
vors and strong aromas that many people 
love (and others loathe). “Stinky” cheeses, 
kimchi, kosher dill pickles, tempeh, 
sauerkraut—these are among the tasty 
fermented foods on offer in the average 
health-food or specialty grocery store.  

If you’re ready to try fermenting at 
home, The Art of Fermentation by Sandor 
Ellix Katz (Chelsea Green Publishing, 
2012), is an invaluable resource. Peruse 
the bulletin board at your local food co-
op to learn first-hand. “That’s how this 
knowledge has traditionally been passed 
on,” says Jackson, “through family secrets 
and word of mouth.” Think of it as an 
opportunity to carry on an age-old—and 
healthy—tradition.  

A Healthy 
Ferment
Fermented foods like yogurt, kimchi and 
tempeh are really good for you
—and here’s why

By Liz Robins

“Fermented foods can 
have higher quantities of 
B vitamins, which are in-
volved in energy produc-
tion, mood regulation and 
other important processes 
in the body.”

Mrs. Kim’s kimchi 
(mrskimskimchi.com) is tasty, 

tangy, and made in small 
batches from a recipe brought 

to the U.S. from Seoul.
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Most Americans don’t get enough 
omega-3 fatty acids from diet alone, and 
many of us rely on fish or flaxseed oil to 
fill in the gaps. But another source of these 
essential fatty acids is making waves of 
late. Microalgae, or phytoplankton, is 
the source of the marine omega-3s that 
fish consume, and it is now available in 
a growing number of supplements. The 
benefits are certainly easy to swallow. 

A rich source of DHA
Like fish oil, microalgae oil is a substan-

tial source of DHA (docosahexaenoic acid), 
an omega-3 fatty acid that the body needs 
but can not make on its own. DHA sup-
ports the nervous and immune systems. It 
is also associated with positive mood and 
is considered essential to healthy fetal, 
infant and child development. 

Here is where microalgae trumps flax-
seed oil, another vegetarian- and vegan-
friendly omega-3 source. Flaxseed doesn’t 
contain DHA, although it does contain 
ALA (alpha-linolenic acid), an omega-3 
that the body partially converts to DHA 
and EPA, another omega-3 also found in 
marine sources. 

“However, even under optimal condi-
tions, research shows that conversion 
rates are very low,” says Dr. Keri Marshall, 
MS, ND, Chief Medical Officer at Nordic 
Naturals, a manufacturer of high-
quality omega-3 supplements. A review 
of published research studies confirms 
Marshall’s assertion. “As a result, marine-
based omega-3s are a superior source of 
DHA and EPA,” she says. 

EPA in every serving  
(if you choose wisely)

EPA (eicosapentaenoic acid) is re-
nowned for helping to maintain a healthy 
heart and circulatory system, supporting 
immune function and decreasing inflam-
mation, which is associated with many 
chronic diseases including arthritis, dia-
betes, heart disease and cancer. Select mi-
croalgae supplements contain significant 
EPA, but many don’t, so read labels before 
you buy. The expert-recommended level 
is at least 500 mg of [combined] EPA plus 
DHA per serving, according to Marshall. 

Safety first
Microalgae can be cultivated in a con-

trolled environment free of heavy metals 
(including mercury), dioxins and other 
deleterious environmental contaminants 
that may accumulate in fish swimming in 
contaminated waters. 

“Algae-based omega-3s are nice due to the 
purity issue,” says Kelly Grant, R.D., N.C., 
a nutritionist at Canyon Ranch in Tucson, 
Arizona. She adds that some manufacturers 
have very high purity standards for their 
fish-oil products. If you opt for the latter, 
she recommends seeking out a product 
made from fish that are lower on the food 
chain (anchovies and sardines) and free of 
mercury, pesticides, PCB’s and dioxins.  

Nothing fishy going on
While the health benefits of taking fish 

oil may be great, let’s face it: the flavor of 
some supplements is not. For those who’d 
prefer to avoid any fishy taste or odor, 
microalgae oil in liquid or soft-gel form is 
a welcome alternative due to its neutral 
flavor and smell. After all, you shouldn’t 
have to smell like the sea in order to reap 
its benefits. 

M is for “MMMM!” 
M Cafe, Los Angeles
mcafedechaya.com

At the light and airy M Cafe in Los 
Angeles, the delicious macrobiotic menu 
tantalizes the taste buds of a loyal fol-
lowing that includes Jessica Alba, Jake 
Gyllenhaal and Jessica Biel. Along with 
yummy favorites like the BBQ Seitan 
Sandwich, the M features fermented 
dishes that include Madras Tempeh 
Wrap with masala-baked tempeh, brown 
basmati rice, toasted almonds, raisins, 
frizzled onions and crisp vegetables with 
curried soy yogurt dressing in a whole 
wheat lavash; and Bi-Bim Bop served 
with marinated pan-fried tofu, Korean-style 
vegetables, spicy miso sauce, and house-
made kim chee with seitan, salmon, or 
black cod. The Loaded Burger (pictured 
above), is an off-the-menu favorite featur-
ing tempeh “bacon” and avocado, paired 
with baked sweet potato fries—a sort of 
“Big Mac”-goes-Macro. 

M Café dishes are free of refined 
sugars, dairy, eggs, meat, or poultry, with 
an emphasis on whole, natural and sea-
sonal ingredients. This month, the M will 
feature two specials from the “Macrotize 
Me” Challenge, where diners submit their 
favorite recipes for comfort foods and 
Consulting Chef Lee Gross gives them a 
macro makeover! 

—Rae Novack

An Ocean Alternative
Microalgae is a powerful new fish-free source 
of omega-3 fatty acids
By Liz Robins

Organic Spa Magazine  |   September–October 2012      65www.organicspamagazine.com


