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Energizing Your Immune System

What does increasing your immune system mean?

The immune system is a very complicated and dynamic system in the body.  Many different cells and chemicals secreted by those cells determine how well our immune system functions.  These cells reside in every body tissue and circulate in our blood and lymphatic systems.  Our immune cells respond to various stimuli in order to capture and destroy invading bacteria, viruses, fungi or tumor cells.  There are many herbs and nutrients which can strengthen this response.  

How do herbs stimulate immune functions?

Each herb works differently and has different indications.  Here are some examples:

Echinacea, or cone-flower, stimulates increased activity of:

· T-cells (engulf bacteria and virally-infected cells).
· Natural killer cells (identify and destroy tumor cells and virally-infected cells).
· Lymphocytes and macrophages (activate other immune cells and produce immunity).
· T-cells which secrete interferon and cytokines (chemicals which signal an amplified immune response).
· Echinacea also exerts anti-oxidant activity and scavenges tissue-destroying free radicals.

· Echinacea is good for common colds (both to prevent and shorten the duration of), to stimulate increased production of white blood cells and to stimulate wound healing.

· Caution.  Echinacea should NOT be used in people with active auto-immune disease, lymphoma, people taking steroid medications, and people with strong allergies to plants from the daisy family.
Astragalus membranaceous (milk-vetch root) stimulates:

· Increases activity of Natural killer cells (identifies and destroys virally-infected cells).
· Increases levels of immunoglobulins (increases tissue defenses against invading microbes).
· Inhibits activity of virally-infected cells.

· Increases cardiac output.

· Protects the liver against toxic damage.
·  Protects red blood cells against free-radical damage.

· Astragalus is best used as a tonic to slowly and gently strengthen the immune system over time.

Grifola frondosa (Maitake mushroom), Lentinus edodes (Shitake mushroom), Ganoderma spp. (Reishi mushroom) each stimulate:

· T-cells and their production of interleukins which destroy tumor cells and virally-infected cells.
· Macrophage production of Tumor Necrosis Factor (TNF-() which regulates immune and inflammatory responses to protect the host against infection and cancer.

· Inhibits viral replication.

· These mushrooms are best used long-term in chronic immuno-deficient conditions.

Vitamin A

· Promotes healing of skin, digestive tract and lungs.  

· Maintains healthy lining of skin, digestive tract, and lungs.

· Enhances immune system by stimulating white blood cells, increases antibody response.  

· Helps heal gastric ulcers.

· Antiviral activity.

· Caution:  may cause liver damage with high dosages.  Symptoms include dry skin, chapped lips, brittle nails, hair loss, anorexia, fatigue, nausea, irritability, headache, joint pain, muscle aches.  Avoid supplementation during pregnancy.   
Zinc

· Promotes wound healing.

· Enhances immune function by increasing activity of T cells and thymus activity.

· Anti-inflammatory.

· Antiviral, helps prevent the common cold.
Vitamin C

· Promotes tissue healing and increases strength of connective tissue.

· Enhances immune function.

· Increases interferon levels, antibody response.

· Antiviral and antibiotic.

· Antioxidant.

· Cancer prevention – typically in looking at diets high in Vitamin C.
Omega 3 Oils

· Omega-3 fatty acid, essential to body.
· Anti-inflammatory.
· Present in all cell membranes, necessary for proper signaling for the immune system.
· Prevents cachexia and weight loss induced by cancer.
Diet

· Decrease refined sugar.

· Increase fiber, whole foods.

· Plenty of fruits and vegetables.

· Water.

Lifestyle

· Exercise.

· Sleep.

· Stress Reduction.
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