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d) Do I need to consult a doctor before
starting a physical activity?
No, as long as you don’t have any particular
medical problems.  

Smoking 

It is well known that smoking is bad for health
in general and particularly for the heart.  
Why is this?

When you light a cigarette, at least 4,000 toxic
components are produced into the air and/or
inhaled into the body! Among these are
chemical substances (carbon monoxide, which
reduces the capacity of the blood to transport
oxygen, nicotine, nitrosamine), tar (solids
including the carcinogenic benzopyrene),
irritants (formaldehyde, acrolein, ammonia,
phenols, prussic acid) polonium, cadmium,
nickel and particulates, ie. the particles in
suspension that irritate the bronchi. Cigarettes
contain at least 11 chemical compounds that
can cause cancer. A smoker who inhales deeply
retains more than half of the toxic products in
smoke: with tar and carbon monoxide at the
forefront. Precisely the worst things for the health! 

There are two types of smoking: active and
passive. Active smoking, as the name suggests,
is the direct inhalation of smoke, while passive
smoking is the inhalation of other people’s
smoke, or second-hand smoke. 

Interestingly, in the small Himalayan kingdom of
Bhutan, until recently nobody smoked. This
was simply because tobacco did not exist and
its importation was severely punished.
Unfortunately, there are no statistics on the
incidence of different diseases but it would
have been interesting to know. Today, Bhutan is
open to tourism and foreigners are allowed one
pack of cigarettes each; this is an example of
how one society can contaminate others.  

Frequently asked questions 

a) How much physical exercise is recommended?
It doesn’t matter how much or which activity you do –
what is important is that you do it regularly. You will
see immediate results, but if you don’t keep up with
the exercise you will just as quickly lose the benefits
you have worked for so hard. An active lifestyle
doesn’t mean being active for a few days or months,
it means adopting a whole new way of thinking for the
rest of our lives. The new lifestyle, however, must not
become an obsession. It will not be the end of the
world if you miss exercise for a week as long as you
take it up again as soon as possible. An interruption
of a week or two, even a month, is not a problem. Just
doing one, two or four weeks of physical activity out
of a whole year of inactivity, however, is a waste of time.

The motto is “continuity and moderation”. Interrupt if
needs be, but never give up!

b) What does physical activity mean?
It means performing simple moderate physical
exercise like walking, jogging, swimming, cycling,
dancing, gardening, doing housework. You should do
30-50 minutes of exercise every day or 60 minutes,
three or four days a week.

c) How strenuous should the exercise be?
The effort required should be moderate, but at the
same time strenuous enough to make you breathe
harder without becoming short of breath. In practical
terms you should exercise until you are breathing
harder, can still speak normally but are not sweating.
To a large extent this is aerobic exercise, meaning that
the body uses oxygen to produce the energy needed
for that activity.  

The next stage in exercise will make you sweat and
make you breathe harder. This stage corresponds to
the anaerobic exercise, meaning the level of effort
which is carried out by the muscles in the absence of
oxygen. It is best to move to the anaerobic stage only
when you are trained to do so and if you do not suffer
from heart problems. If that is the case, you are
advised to consult your doctor before starting. 

The damage caused by smoking can be found
throughout the body. 

a) The respiratory system.
Smoking causes lung cancer which, among
all of the cancers, is the main cause of
death in males. Chronic obstructive broncho-
pneumopathy, commonly known as bronchitis,
also mainly affects smokers. Of those
suffering from chronic bronchitis, 90-95% are
smokers or ex-smokers. The disease is the
consequence of both the systemic effect
and the local effect of smoking, which can
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At least 50% of smokers start young. This
significantly reduces life expectancy. A smoker
aged 25 who smokes 40 cigarettes a day
decreases his life expectancy by a mean of
eight years. Smoking kills 10 times more people
than car accidents and more than many other
diseases.

h) The benefits for those who stop smoking.
Quitting smoking isn't easy but the
improvements to life and health are really
motivating. There are no disadvantages to
quitting smoking. Actualy there are important
advantages. You will: 

• Reduce the risk of illness, disability or death 
caused by cancer, heart disease and lung 
diseases.

• Reduce the risk of gangrene or amputation 
caused by circulation problems.

• Protect the health of others by not exposing 
them to second-hand smoke.

• Reduce the chances of our children suffering 
from asthma.

• Improve fertility and chances of a healthy 
pregnancy and a healthy baby.

• Improve breathing and general fitness.
• Enjoy more the taste of food.
• Save money if you're a heavy smoker.
• No longer smell of tobacco.
• The appearance of skin and teeth will improve.
• Feel more confident in social situations.
• Get approached more often by potential new 
friends and partners when socialising.

• The home will smell fresh and the walls will 
no longer be stained with nicotine.

• The risk of fire at home will be reduced.

i) How to stop. 
Giving up smoking is possible. There are
millions of ex-smokers who, to a large extent,
gave up when they became aware of the
damage they were doing to their health and
who also had the willpower and determination
to succeed. For some, willpower and
determination are not enough and they
need psychological and/or pharmacological
support.

Smoking favors the occurrence of lens defects,
better known as cataracts, particularly in the
elderly.

f) Second-hand (passive) smoking.
The smoke given off by the slow burning of a
cigarette, combined with that exhaled by
smokers, is the main source of pollution in
enclosed settings. Actually, passive smoke
contains similar irritants, oxidants and carcinogens
as active smoke. Wherever people smoke there
is second-hand smoke in the air, although we
might not notice it because it is almost invisible.
At least it is diluted in settings that are ventilated.

People who breathe second-hand smoke are at
risk of the same diseases as smokers, including
cancer and heart disease. In several countries,
all enclosed public places and workplaces are
now smoke-free. In most EU countries, it is
illegal to smoke in the indoor parts of public
places such as pubs, bars, nightclubs, cafés
and restaurants, trains, aeroplanes and
shopping centres.

When you give up smoking, you will also be
protecting the health of your family and friends!

g) Smoking and young people.
It is important to consider the effects of
smoking on adolescents. 
• Children are particularly affected by second-hand
smoke as their bodies are still developing.  
Growing up in homes where at least one 
parent is a smoker is also damaging as 
children become accustomed to the smell of 
smoke. 

• 1 child out of 4 will know what a cigarette is 
before reaching the fifth birthday! 

• At 11 years of age, 1 out of 3 and at 16, 2 out 
of 3 will have tried smoking.

• 95% of smokers began in their teens.  
Prevention in this case is fundamental. There is
a need to communicate clearly with young
people about the damage caused by smoking
and the problems associated with it. 

cause constant inflammation of the bronchia,
preventing the normal flow of air which, in turn,
results in a shortage of oxygen and difficulty in
breathing. Exposure to smoke also causes a
decrease in the immune defences of the
airways, with an increased incidence in infection
rates and the suppression of the cough reflex,
with subsequent congestion and the formation
of catarrh.

b) The cardiovascular system. 
Smoking is an important risk factor for
cardiovascular diseases, especially myocardial
infarction. This is because on the one hand it
increases the rate of heartbeats (therefore the
heart needs more oxygen to function), while, on
the other, it irritates the coronary artery walls,
leading to atherosclerosis and coronary
thrombosis. This increases the risk of blood
clot formation in smokers. Blood clots, in turn,
block the arteries and cause angina, heart
attack and stroke.

c) Neurological diseases. 
Smokers display reduced cognitive functions
(memory, attention span, concentration). They
provide incorrect responses 20% more often
than non-smokers in global cognitive function
tests. Tobacco smoke also has a negative effect
on the cognitive functions of the elderly and
may even be fatal for people with pre-existing
vascular diseases or diabetes.

d) Urological diseases.
Smoking is also an important risk factor for
cancer of the gallbladder, as the by-products of
smoke deposit in the bladder and carcinogens
kick into action.  

e) Other unpleasant side effects.
Smokers run a 70% higher risk of suffering from
osteoarticular and/or muscular diseases and
are more likely to have backache. The skin too
suffers: the risk of developing facial wrinkles is
twice as high in moderate smokers and three
times higher in those who indulge heavily.
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Benefits after you have smoked your last
cigarette: 

• 20 minutes
Blood pressure drops back to the level before 
the last cigarette, the temperature of your 
hands and feet returns to normal.
• 8 hours
The level of nicotine and carbon monoxide in 
the blood decreases by 50%: oxygen levels 
return to normal.
• 24 hours
The carbon monoxide is eliminated from the 
body, the lungs begin to expel mucus and 
harmful substances deposited in the tissue. 
The chances of having a heart attack 
diminish.
• 48 hours
All traces of nicotine have gone from the 
body; senses of smell and taste are much 
improved
• 72 hours
It is much easier to breathe; the airways 
gradually relax, leading to an overall sense of 
well-being.
• 2-12 weeks
Blood circulation improves.
• 3-9 months
Lung function parameters improve by 10%. 
Less coughing, breathlessness and fewer 
general respiratory problems. Also less 
fatigue and nasal congestion.
• 1 year
50% less chance of coronary disease.
• 5 years
The risk of heart attack, stroke or death due 
to lung cancer is cut by 50%. 
• 10 years
The risk of contracting cancer of the mouth, 
throat, oesophagus, gallbladder, kidneys and 
pancreas decreases; the risk of heart attack 
or of coronary disease tends towards the same
level as that of people who have never smoked.  

Diet is a key element to well-being and this is
what this book is about. Here are some recent
guidelines for well-being. They confirm that a
healthy and balanced diet is important for
everyone. 

The rules are:

• Do not skip meals. Skipping meals is not a 
good way to reduce the calories we consume. 
If you don’t eat enough on one day, you will 
eat more the next day or the day after. Small 
frequent meals are better as they mean fewer 
ups and downs in insulin levels, they help 
prevent drowsiness after meals and also 
mean less swelling of the stomach.

• Breakfast is fundamental. Missing breakfast 
and not eating over a 12 hour period causes 
exhaustion and the body burns fewer 
calories.

• To keep weight under control, we need to 
balance our drink and calorie intake with our 
physical activity.

• Eat fruit and vegetables that are rich in fibre, 
as well as cereals and wholemeal flour 
products.

• Eat five portions of fruit and vegetables per 
day.

• About half of the cereals you eat each day 
should be wholegrain.

• Drastically reduce the intake of saturated fats 
and fatty acids and instead eat lean meat, 
poultry, game meat and non-fat dairy 
products.

• The intake of saturated fats of animal origin
(butter) should be replaced by 
monounsaturated (like olive oil) and 

polyunsaturated fats (seed oils and some fish 
oils).

• Drink and eat products that contain little 
sugar.

• Read the labels on foodstuffs carefully to see 
what they contain. Limit the intake of 
products that have oil and fats as their main 
ingredients and avoid products that do not 
specify the type of vegetable oil used, as 
they may be rich in saturated oils. Also check 
the amount and type of sugar and salt.

• Avoid dried fruit and pre-prepared desserts.

• Consume less than 2 g of salt per day, 
including that found in ready-made foods.

• Limit alcohol consumption to one glass of red 
wine per day for women and two for men.

• Take regular physical activity - not less than 
40 minutes a day for adults and 60 minutes 
for children.

•Give up smoking. Smoking is bad for the 
whole body, not just for the heart.

• Do not go to bed for at least two hours after 
an evening meal. The body needs time to 
digest everything we have eaten. If you don’t 
follow this rule, all the calories will be stored 
in the liver as glycogen and will then be 
converted into fat. Going to bed on a full 
stomach also increases the risk of 
indigestion, reflux (where acids from the 
stomach rise up to the oesophagus) and the 
sensation of burning in the stomach.

• Eat slowly and never while standing up. If you 
eat in a hurry, enzymes in the saliva and 
gastric juices can inhibit the proper 
functioning of the digestive muscles and it is 
easy to swallow air.

j) The golden rules
• we need to want to stop and overcome any 
worries about putting on weight or not being 
able to relax.  

• it is best to try stopping when we are in a 
relatively stress-free period.

• it is important to increase our liquid intake 
immediately (especially water).  

• knowing the fate awaiting those who don’t 
give up is a great motivator. 

• accept the help of those who have tried and 
succeeded, using proven methods.  

• try to think often of the benefits that stopping 
will bring. 

When you do give up, you will feel the benefits
very quickly. These benefits will multiply over
the years and, in due course, all the damage
caused by smoking will disappear.   

Stop smoking!

Diet and guidelines for well-being


