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MAIN INGREDIENTS

Different chemicals

Carbohydrates    
Fats
Omega 3 fatty acids 
Proteins
Fibres 
Antioxidants  
Vitamins 
Minerals 
Other elements
Water

Items of food

Useful tips
Stock
Carpaccio

Different chemicals

The foods we eat contain different chemical substances
and the main ingredients of these foods are broken
down into molecules during digestion. In this form,
they are more easily absorbed by the body. They
provide us with the energy we need to live and to
keep our bodies working properly. 
The main ingredients in the foods we eat are
carbohydrates or sugars, fats, proteins, fibres and
vitamins (including organic vitamins), mineral salts
and water (inorganic compounds).
Energy is measured in kilocalories (kcal). The amount
of energy that the body needs per day varies
according to age, physical activity, body mass and
other factors. To maintain the right body weight, we
need to find a balance between our food intake and
the amount of energy we consume. 

Carbohydrates
There are two types of carbohydrates: starches and
sugars. Starches, also known as complex
polysaccharide carbohydrates are found in cereals,
bread, pasta, rice, potatoes and pulses. They are
intrinsic and extrinsic.  Intrinsic sugars are part of the
cellular structure of foods and are mainly found in
fruit and vegetables, whereas extrinsic sugars are
added to foods in the form of sucrose (sugar) and
fructose (honey).  Carbohydrates are the main source
of energy for the body. The brain alone needs about
100 g of glucose per day. It is believed that carbohydrates
supply at least 60% of our total energy requirements.
Carbohydrates are needed to burn fats and thus help
us lose weight, but they must be consumed in
moderation to decrease the workload of the
pancreas, which produces the insulin needed to
maintain the right level of glycaemia. A plate of pasta
is by no means prohibited and, in fact, is better for
you than bread or rice, which have high GI ratings.
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divided into saturated (solids) of animal origin
(eg. butter or lard) and unsaturated (liquids) of
plant origin (such as olive oil or seed and fish
oils). Unsaturated fats can be further broken
down into monounsaturated (fats of plant origin
like olive oil) and polyunsaturated (fats of plant
and animal such as seed and some fish oils).
Fats can also be split into visible (olive and seed
oils, butter, margarine and lard) and invisible fats
(contained in meat, cheeses, eggs, fish and milk).
Mono and polyunsaturated fatty acids offer
some protection against atherosclerosis and
heart diseases. Saturated fats from animal
origins, if taken in excess, are not healthy.

A healthy fat distribution would be 22%
unsaturated (of which 15% are monounsaturated
and 7% are polyunsaturated) with the remaining
8% being saturated fats.

Omega 3 fatty acids
Omega 3 fatty acids are polyunsaturated
fats found in fish (sardines, anchovies, wild
salmon) and in vegetables. They have highly
cardioprotective characteristics. They contribute
towards maintaining cardiac cell membrane
integrity, reduce arrhythmias and favour the
formation of anti-inflammatory substances.
Numerous studies have shown that Omega 3
reduces the incidence of the recurrence of
infarction and sudden death and improves the
function of failing hearts.

Proteins
As we all know, proteins are essential for the
body. We need proteins to develop and grow;
to form new cells and repair old ones
(especially muscle cells) and to regulate all
bodily functions, Proteins are formed by simple

units known as amino acids that are linked to
one another in chains. The length of these
chains varies according to the number of amino
acids of which proteins are composed.
Amino acids are sub-divided into essential,
non-essential and semi-essential. Essential
amino acids are supplied by the food. The other
can be synthesised by the body from essential
amino acids.

The digestion of proteins begins in the stomach
and continues in the duodenum. They are
absorbed and passed into the blood, in the
intestine and are eliminated in the urine. It is for
this reason that, in cases of kidney disease, the
intake of proteins has to be reduced.

One gramme of protein corresponds to four
calories, so any proteins that we consume in
excess of the daily needs are converted into
glucose and create energy. The “first class”

For diabetics, 80-85% of carbohydrate intake
should come from complex carbohydrates,
preferably pasta, rice, pulses, then bread and
potatoes. 15-20% should come from simple
carbohydrates, preferably fruit and skimmed
milk. Glucose can be replaced by fructose and
sucrose up to a maximum of 20-25 g per day.

Fats
Fats (or lipids) are important as they provide a
source of energy. We get fats from the food we
eat. They remain in the intestine for longer, as
they are difficult to digest. Once absorbed they
enter the blood and, from here, any excess fat
that is not used for energy production is deposited
in the adipose tissue causing weight gain. 
There are harmful and healthy fats. They can be
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Many studies indicate that soluble fibres (such
as those found in citrus fruits, apples, pulses,
barley, oats and rye) are useful to reduce LDL
cholesterol. They bind in the gallbladder with
bile salts which contain cholesterol and prevent
its reabsorption in the intestine. Fibres also
control the level of glucose in the blood and
limit the absorption of fats. In addition fibres
favour the sensation of being “full”, which is
useful when trying to lose weight.

Insoluble fibres (such as cellulose) are found in
all plants, especially vegetables, pulses and
cereals. Cellulose is important for preventing
constipation; it accelerates passage of the
faeces through the intestine and can prevent
cancer, diverticulitis and irritation of the bowel.
Fibres of this type have a protective antioxidant
action.

The recommended fibre intake is about 30 g
per 1000 calories per day. People suffering
from constipation can go to 35 g per day. There
are no proven benefits above this level increase
fibre intake.

Beans, soya beans, whole-grain barley, bran
cereals, wholemeal bread, peas, wholemeal
pasta, Brussels sprouts, dried apricots, dried
figs, almonds, blueberries, plums and  oranges
have high fibre content.

Antioxidants 
Oxygen, although essential for life, is toxic.
For this reason, the body needs agents that
are able to exert an antioxidant action.
Antioxidants are present in fruit and vegetables
as vitamin C (found in citrus fruits and kiwis)
and vitamin E (found in broccoli, cabbage and
similar vegetables). Other antioxidants are
selenium, zinc and chrome (found in beer
yeast). The tannin in green tea and in
persimmons also plays an antioxidising role.

proteins that contain all eight essential amino acids
are of animal origin and are found in meat, dairy
products, fish and eggs. “Second class” proteins are
of plant origin and, apart from soya, do not contain all
the essential amino acids.

A diet that is too rich in protein causes demineralisation
of the bones, damage to the kidneys and favours high
blood pressure. The World Health Organisation (WHO)
suggests that 10-15% of our daily calories should
come from proteins. This means 0.75 g of protein for
each kilo of body weight. If a person weighs 50 kilos,
he should take 38 g of protein per day. If he weighs 70
kilos, he should take 52 g and so on.

Fibres
Fibres are also known as non-starch polysaccharides
and are mainly of plant origin. They arrive undigested
in the intestine where they are fermented by bacteria.
Fibres are split into water, fatty acids and gases, with
the latter being absorbed by the faeces. Fibres can be
hydrosoluble and insoluble. Most plants contain both.

Red wine is a good antioxidant as it contains
flavonoids and tanins.

Vitamins 
Vitamins are organic substances that we need
in small doses (1g or even 1 mg per day). They
are not produced by the body but have to be
introduced with food. They provide neither
energy nor plastic material (like proteins for
example). They are, however, essential as
bioregulators and act as “guardians” to check
that metabolic processes are properly
performed. Each vitamin plays a different role
with the main ones being:


