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Nutrition aids in disease prevention and recovery
Local health experts advocate eating a plant-based diet and nutrient-rich foods,
including vegetables, fruits and whole grains, to obtain maximum health benefits.
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Evelisse Capo pours vegetable broth into a vegetable and quinoa dish.

Seeing nutrition facts featured in the
news is nothing new. Everyone knows
eating a diet of varied fruits and vegetables, whole grains and limiting such
items as alcohol and sugar is a healthy
way of living. But local health experts
are seeing a shift in the way that information is presented. Now, nutrition is
being featured as a way to prevent diseases, as well as aid in recovery from
such hard-hitting immune system diseases such as cancer.
According to the American Cancer
Society, one-third of the 562,340
expected cancer deaths in 2009 will
have been related to obesity, physical
inactivity or poor nutrition and could
have been prevented.
“There has always been a lot of
nutrition items in the news, but now
there’s so much evidence of preventing disease by using nutrition, we
know it’s not just something you do
after you get a disease,” said Pam
Mathis, RD, LD, CWC, a registered
dietician and wellness coach who has
served as the nutrition consultant for
The Wellness Community since 1998.
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“Nutrition really does create more
positive outcomes and really does help
people stay healthy longer.”
Through her practice as a dietician
and wellness coach, Mathis works with
patients seeking to prevent diseases
but also recover from treatments
such as chemotherapy and radiation.
Mathis tailors each dietary plan to her
patient’s needs, including combating
any side effects from treatment such
as nausea or poor appetite. She said
the main focus is boosting back up the
immune system and gaining energy,
which includes a light exercise program such as yoga or Tai Chi.
Julie Bender, a registered and
licensed dietician with Sarasota
Memorial Hospital’s outpatient nutrition-counseling program, said some
of the research findings are inconsistent, which can be confusing for the
public. For instance, one day the focus
is on “superfoods,” the next day it’s
anti-inflammatory foods. But her solution is for people to follow a simple
principle: Eat a plant-based diet, focusing on more fruits, vegetables, whole

grains and lean protein, and eat fewer
processed foods, including sugar and
alcohol.
“Some people wonder, ‘How do I
do that?’” Bender said. “One way is
at meal time, fill at least two-thirds of
your plate with fruits, vegetables and
whole grains. The rest should be protein sources such as lean beef, pork,
turkey, chicken, fish and eggs.”
Bender said some people may associate a plant-based diet with small portions, but in order to get a diet rich in
a variety of minerals, vitamins and phytochemicals, she recommends eating
two to four cups of vegetables a day,
along with two to three pieces of fruit.
Evelisse Capo has seen the benefits
of a plant-based diet firsthand. Capo,
a PharmD, is a nutrition-and-health
educator who teaches Food for Life
Nutrition and Cooking classes for The
Cancer Project. The classes, designed
by doctors, nutritionists and registered
dieticians, were launched in 2001 in
Washington, D.C., as a way for cancer
survivors and their friends and families to learn how nutrients can aid in
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both cancer prevention and recovery and
also learn how to make simple, nutrientrich dishes. Capo will teach a four-week
class starting Jan. 21, at St. Armands Key
Lutheran Church.
Capo began teaching classes in 2006 in
Cape Coral and started teaching classes
in Sarasota this summer; she and her
husband, Sigfrido, moved here one-and-ahalf years ago. Since she started teaching,
Capo said she has had students who have
changed their lives — and the way they eat
— overnight.
“I had one couple in Cape Coral and the
husband had stage IV prostate cancer,”
Capo said. “After the first class, they came
back and said they had cleaned out their
pantry. They were so happy when his labs
came back wonderful.”
The Cancer Project advocates eating a
low-fat, plant-based diet that is also meatfree and dairy-free. Capo said some people
wonder where their sources of dairy and
protein will come from, but she points to
protein-rich and dairy-rich foods such as
beans, quinoa, tofu, kale and broccoli.
“Give it a try and do it 100% for at least
a month and see the change in your tastebuds,” she says.
And Capo said she would never advocate a vegan lifestyle without practicing it

Recao is an herb similar to cilantro that
grows in Capo’s native Puerto Rico.
Recao, unlike cilantro, is used at the
beginning of a dish.
herself. She has been a vegan since 2002,
and her husband and four kids, ages 2 to
13, along with six other members of her
family have also become vegan.
“You get out of it what you put into it,”
Capo said. “But I always tell my students
on the first day, the key to health is that
diet is the best prescription.”
— Jessica Luck
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