
INTRODUCTION

It is known worldwide nowadays that the most frequent
cause of death is cardiovascular disease (CVD); about 4.3
million deaths in Europe annually (de Lorgeril et al., 1999).
In Latvia the incidence is among the highest in Europe, for
men in particular, being more than 130 deaths in 100 000
people and 20 to 50 for women (Anonymous, 2006). Many
uncontrollable factors influence the formation of CVD, such
as age, genetics, race, but the primary cause of CVD is un-
healthy lifestyle, such as bad diet, visceral obesity, smok-
ing, little or no physical activity, which are all modifiable
aspects for preventing the risk.

HEALTH BENEFITS AND CULTURAL IMPORTANCE
OF THE MEDITERRANEAN DIET

After industrialisation, many refined foods have become
available, industrial farming with substances of chemical

synthesis has spread widely and physical activity for people
has decreased significantly with the availability of transpor-
tation and sedentary work, encouraging an unhealthy life-
style. People often complain about lack of time to prepare
meals at home, meaning that sausages, sandwiches or fro-
zen dumplings are their first choice. The problem here is not
so much the little free time, but the insignificant value given
to food. Considering eating as something important and cul-
tural makes you organise your daily life more efficiently in
order to be able to dedicate time for a meal. The Mediterra-
nean way of life is a great example where food still today
has great importance.

Since 2010, the Mediterranean diet has been inscribed for
the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity. Based on century old traditions of
Spain, Italy, Morocco and Greece, it has become very popu-
lar in the whole world and has been considered as one of the
healthiest diets to follow.
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The milestone of illness prophylaxis is a healthy lifestyle, which is composed of regular physical
activity and a healthy diet. Following the Mediterranean diet for two years has been shown to
have significant decrease in cardiovascular death by 9%, cancer by 6%, Parkinson's and Alz-
heimer's by 13%. This diet helps to control the perfect weight, improves lipid profile and dimin-
ishes the risk of diabetes. The Mediterranean diet consists of extra virgin olive oil, vegetables and
fruit, wholegrain products, legumes, nuts and seeds, dairy products (with no other sources of fat
other than milk fat), fish (at least twice a week), poultry, veal, pork in limited amount, and eggs —
0–4 per week. It is possible to adapt this kind of alimentation in the Nordic countries, but it is im-
portant to find products grown there with similar nutritional characteristics. Nowadays, fresh fruits
and vegetables can be bought all year round, but it is essential to use seasonal products. In Lat-
via, at this point, attention should be brought to more efficient storage and conservation. We have
a vast variety of legumes and cereals. The selection of dairy products should be bigger and of
higher quality, because you rarely see local cheeses made in an artisanal manner at the market-
places. There is good availability of saltwater fish in the cities, but in the countryside the only fish
one can buy is salted and smoked, having exaggeratedly high amounts of salt. Consumption of
meat and its products should be lowered to a maximum of three times per week. A special atten-
tion should be brought to game (such as deer), because it contains low levels of cholesterol and
higher amounts of unsaturated fatty acids due to the alimentation of wild herbs. Unfortunately,
there is a lack of good quality oil in Latvia, because no other product can be compared to the nu-
tritious components of extra virgin olive oil and its effects on cardiovascular health. Consumption
of high amounts of olive oil decreases the incidence of stroke by 41%. Education should be con-
ducted widely to promote tradition and gastronomic heritage as a cultural aspect. Healthy lifestyle
has to be visible to everyone at any time as a constant reminder of its importance.
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Latvia is one of the few countries left in Europe that still
has a good concentration of small non-intensive farms, large
areas covered with forests, many rivers and lakes, and the
longest part of the boarder has access to the sea. We have a
great potential for obtaining high quality products. This fact
confirms the possibility to adapt a diet as healthy as the
Mediterranean also in Latvia.

The Mediterranean diet “is a set of traditional practices,
knowledge and skills passed on from generation to genera-
tion and providing a sense of belonging and continuity to
the concerned communities.” (UNESCO)

The climate of the Mediterranean Sea is very favourable for
cultivation of grains, vegetables, fruit and most importantly
the olive tree. It is essential to keep in mind that when we
talk about the Mediterranean diet, we must consider not
only what foodstuffs are used. It is a whole culture of tech-
niques of production, conservation, preservation and con-
viviality, meaning time, place and people whom to share a
meal with (Fundación Dieta Mediterránea). A part of the
diet still remains touched only a little by the industrialis-
ation.

As mentioned before, the Mediterranean diet is based
mainly on wholegrain products (bread, pasta, couscous), ex-
tra virgin olive oil, vegetables and fruit. Fish and meat are
consumed in a moderate amount and meals are accompa-
nied by wine or herbal infusions. A lot of condiments and
spices are used, which means that salt is added in limited
quantities, because spices exalt the salty taste.

People tend to cook a lot at home even now when every-
thing is readily available at the supermarket, so refined
foods and carbonated soft drinks are not the first choice.

FOOD CATEGORIES LOOKED AT CLOSER. MEDI-
TERRANEAN DIET AND LATVIAN ALTERNATIVES

Wholegrain products — rich in fibre, improve digestion
and have a low glycemic index. Bread is mostly made from
unrefined stone-milled flour. Pasta in Italy is consumed “al
dente”, digested slower than fully cooked pasta, letting the
glucose levels in blood rise slowly. Rice is more healthy
when consumed unrefined. Complex carbohydrates are the
major part of the Mediterranean diet. Wholegrain category
of foodstuffs is essential for patients with diabetes.

Cereals — wheat, rye and oats historically are the main cul-
tivated plants in Latvia, so this category of diet is fully
available locally.

Fruit and vegetables — full of vitamins, fiber, and
phytonutrients. High consumption of tomatoes containing
lycopene has been proved a good antioxidant. Cruciferous
plants, like cabbages, broccoli, horseradish and other vege-
tables containing sulfurous compounds are anti-cancero-
genic and some can be conserved for wintertime. Consump-
tion of different vegetables and fruits should be a part of
each meal.

Since the summer period is very short in Latvia, vegetable
preserves can be made. More care should be brought to con-
servation of fresh produce. It is essential not to forget that
salt is necessary only in the right amount for conservation.

Latvia has a wide variety of berries, which are excellent for
summertime, like blackberries, cranberries, wild strawber-
ries and raspberries. For winter, apples are a good choice if
conserved properly. People who have a garden very often
throw away the fruit that they are not able to consume until
the end of summer. Instead of wasting a perfectly good
product, juices and jams with low sugar content can be
made, with low pH to keep them well preserved.

Greens and legumes. In the Mediterranean region a lot of
salad is consumed, which contains bitter compounds of dif-
ferent chemical compositions that work as nutraceuticals.
Chicory is a good example of bitter greens. The bigger the
variety of green leafed plants consumed, the more the
chance to consume enough microelements to improve one’s
health. Rockets, that can be bought at the market or grown
in one’s garden, have a tingling property that is due to an
anti-cancerogenic compound. Spinach is a good source of
iron.

Sometimes when a Latvian is asked, how often he con-
sumes legumes, the response is: “At Christmas as the tradi-
tional dish of marble peas with bacon.” Since one’s daily
diet should consist of 50% carbohydrates, legumes are the
perfect source to substitute potatoes or rice. The variety is
big — peas, chickpeas, different kinds of lentils, different
kinds of beans.

Legumes are rich in soluble and insoluble fibre, they help
digestion and are great for intestinal microbiota.

Lipids. High consumption of extra virgin olive oil rich in
monounsaturated fatty acids and tocopherol fights free radi-
cals and raises low-density cholesterol in blood. Little or no
consumption of butter and no consumption of margarine is
needed, as is sweet pastry and bread usually made with ol-
ive oil or butter, not margarine or tropical fruit oils.

There are many possible choices for oils in Latvia, such as
linseed, sunflower, rapeseed oil, but most of them are re-
fined, meaning that all the possible beneficial vitamins are
long gone, but the high quality ones are expensive. It has
been shown in many studies that extra virgin olive oil is the
best, so this is one of the few products that only with diffi-
culty can be replaced with anything else. Cold pressed extra
virgin olive oil should be used for cooking and for fresh
consumption, not plain olive oil that contains refined oil.

Dairy. Low consumption of milk and fatty cheese, moder-
ate consumption of yoghurt and other fermented milk prod-
ucts is recommended.

Yoghurt in Greece is a very important part of breakfast
served with honey, nuts and fruit making it a wholesome
breakfast.
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In Latvia people consume fatty milk products — sour
cream, full fat cheese, butter, cottage cheese.

Sour cream is used widely, even in soups. Kefir, however,
is an excellent fermented milk product even for lactose in-
tolerant people, because during fermentation all the lactose
is consumed by bacteria and it has a significantly lower fat
content than sour cream.

Spices and herbs. Adding more spices and herbs to a dish,
like mint, basil, thyme, rosemary, makes it tastier and re-
duces the need for excessive salt. They also contain
phytonutrients that can improve one’s health. Chili, for ex-
ample, contains capsaicin that has been seen to reduce in-
flammation. Rosemary is exceptionally rich in salicylic
acid, which is the active compound of aspirin. Many pa-
tients suffering from heart disease are prescribed aspirin as
an anti-inflammatory drug. Garlic and onions contain sulfu-
rous compounds that lower blood pressure.

The above mentioned plants are used a lot in Latvia for any
preparation.

Salt. Salt is used while cooking to season food, as else-
where in the world, but the Mediterranean people consume
less processed foods full of hidden salt that is the main
worry for high blood pressure. The addition of pepper or
chili makes the taste receptors more sensitive to salty taste,
therefore less salt is needed.

Unfortunately, consumption of processed foods in Latvia is
quite high, meaning that consumption of excessive salt is
inevitable. One in ten males in Latvia add salt to their dish
even before tasting it.

Wine. Moderate amounts of red wine is a good source of
polyphenols (resveratrol). These antioxidants are found in
the skin of red grapes, so white wine does not have the same
characteristics. As the French paradox tells us, red wine is
good for the cardiovascular system, but it is important to re-
member that wine is used during healthy meals not in ex-
cessive doses — products taken out of their context may not
have the same desirable effect.

It is difficult to substitute wine with any other product avail-
able in Latvia, even though there are some people who are
trying to produce it in cooler climates. White grapes defi-
nitely grow better more in the north than red, but polyphe-
nols are found only in the skin of red grapes.

High quality beer could have some similar benefits as wine
because of the presence of hop which has bitter compounds
that work as an antibacterial. “High quality” should be un-
derlined, meaning non-industrial beer with no extra addi-
tives and preservatives. No beer made from corn. Always
keep in mind, that consumption of alcohol is not to be en-
couraged and should be done in moderation.

Fish. In Latvia very little fish is consumed, even though
there is a variety of salt and sweet water species.

There is good availability of saltwater fish in the cities, but
in the countryside the only fish one can buy is salted and
smoked, having inappropriately high amounts of salt
(Anonymous, 2008).

In the Mediterranean diet the small fish such as anchovies
and sardines are widely used. Many small fish are also
available in Latvia and they can substitute them. They have
a short maturation period, so they are more sustainable than
tuna and salmon, and they are very rich in Omega-3 fatty
acids, one of the main reasons for fish consumption. Since
they have a short life cycle, they are less polluted with
heavy metals.

Sweet water fish is not as rich in Omega-3 as salt water
fish; this depends mostly on the habitat it has lived in and
on its alimentation. Still it is a good protein source as an al-
ternative to meat.

Meat. Consumption of meat and its products should be low-
ered to a maximum of three times per week.

Latvians consume too much pork in the form of processed
meat. The positive aspect of meat consumption is that re-
cently game is becoming more and more popular.

Game is shown to be very low in fat and cholesterol, high in
iron and unsaturated fatty acids, making it a great healthier
choice. The composition of meat depends on the animal’s
diet. Wild animals feed on everything they find in the for-
ests, which could be anything from lichens to berries. This
is the reason for the high level of unsaturated fatty acids, if
compared to a farm animal fed with corn silage and soy.
Physical activity for animals living in the wild increases the
amount of iron present in the meat.

It is true that game usually has to be cooked longer than
farm-grown livestock, but a lot of prepared products are
available, like cured venison. It is essential to keep in mind
that when eating cured or smoked meats with bread it
should not be accompanied with butter, because it has al-
ready enough saturated fatty acids. Wild boar is also a won-
derful choice, even though its preparation might be long,
but if made in the oven, it occupies no work at all.

In the Mediterranean diet a lot of preparations are composed
of long sautéing or oven roasting on a low heat. Grilling
should be kept to minimum because of the possible cancero-
gens that might form when fat is burned on open fire.

Dried fruit and seeds — full of unsaturated fatty acids. A
lot of different types of edible seeds, nuts and dried fruit can
be found in Latvia. Since the vegetal period is quite short,
this sort of snack is great if fresh fruit is not available. Care
must be taken with consumption of dried sweet fruit be-
cause they are full of sugar.

Non-alcoholic drinks. In the Mediterranean countries a lot
of herbal infusions are prepared, especially after dinner to
help the digestion. There are a lot of different plants that our
great-grandmothers once used to collect every Midsummer
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Night’s Eve (Jâòu nakts), such as peppermint, chamomile,
nettle, cowslip and many others. Not only helpful after a
hearty meal, they can also improve weight control.

Dietary supplements. In cases when not enough micronu-
trients can be ingested, there is always the possibility for
dietary supplements. Many studies have been conducted on
resveratrol, lycopene and others, but still we do not have
enough evidence for benefits for using dietary supplements.
It is always best to take in nutrients with a healthy varied
diet, also because nutrients work in synergy.

LATVIAN EATING HABITS

Latvians are very fond of fatty foods and usually their diet
is quite unbalanced. Most people consume boiled sausages
that are filled with little meat and many additives. Anything
fatty like cheese or meat is consumed on bread with a layer
of butter or margarine. The intake of vegetables is quite
poor, mostly potatoes with meat or fish dishes, fresh salad
with the typical ingredients, like tomato, lettuce and cucum-
ber, all covered with sour cream. Most of the fat and protein
consumed are from the animal kingdom. People cook a lot
with full fat cream that can be substituted with sauces based
on vegetable stock.

Only 49% of Latvians consider their daily food as whole-
some, 39% found it unhealthy.

Men in general have worse eating habits — low vegetable,
whole grain products consumption (Anonymous, 2006).

For a nation living at the sea, it is shocking that only 1%
consumes fish, about 2–4 times per week (Anonymous,
2008). Individuals, who consume fish very often, prefer it
smoked which usually contains large amounts of salt.

As mentioned before, Latvia has a lot of small family farms.
Unfortunately, the legislation concerning food production is
very severe and the subsidies given are not sufficient, mak-
ing the end product very expensive, if compared to the in-
dustrial one. Good quality meat cattle is raised for export
only and meat available in the market is of lower quality.
White bread at a supermarket does not have less than seven
ingredients, when all it needs is water, flour, yeast and salt.

The consumer is not educated enough or willing to read the
label to make sure it is healthy. This means that a producer
will use any raw material to make production cheaper, since
no one is there to protest. We have to keep in mind that,
with the production technology, this is the first time in hu-
man history that food costs are this low for the way we live.
People are willing to choose quantity over quality.

A lot of work should be done on the way supermarkets and
markets work to introduce other healthy, local, seasonal
products. It is a long process to make an evolution in the
market and it is not a one person’s job, but still there are
products available even now consumed in low quantities
that should be revalued.

People should be more educated and more responsible of
their diet, intended as eating habits, and lifestyle.

Following the Mediterranean diet for two years has been
shown to have a significant decrease in deaths concerning
cardiovascular disease by 9%, incidence of cancer by 6%,
Parkinson's and Alzheimer's by 13%. This is because a cor-
rect diet helps control the perfect weight and improves lipid
profile. The risk of diabetes diminishes because of the de-
crease of sugar metabolism disturbances, and there is an im-
portant fall of inflammation and tumour markers (Sofi et

al., 2008). Usage of high amounts of extra virgin olive oil
decreases the incidence of stroke by 41% (Anonymous,
2011).

It is not only what you eat that is important in the Mediter-
ranean diet, but everything around it and how the dish came
to your table. In Latvia there is a possibility to adapt this
kind of lifestyle in a certain way. Old traditions should be
brought back to life with the use of forgotten products,
cooking and preservation of food. More attention should be
brought to education of children in schools, kinder gardens,
patients in the doctor’s office. Good quality healthy food
should be considered as pleasure.

CONCLUSIONS

Although cardiologists can tell very much about the diet
failure of their CVD patients, we need a further nutrition-
based research to move us closer to our long-sought goal of
developing and implementing dietary strategies that have a
major beneficial impact on CVD risk.

A lot of changes should be done in mass production and
distribution of food in Latvia, but without a doubt there are
products available to have a wholesome diet at any age. The
key factor is variety and seasonality.

Education should be done widely to promote tradition and
gastronomic heritage as a cultural aspect, as it is thought of
in the Mediterranean countries. Healthy lifestyle has to be
visible to everyone at any time as a constant reminder of its
importance, meaning that teachers have to set an example to
children, the doctors to their patients and so on. No credibil-
ity of a good diet can come from an obese doctor talking
about healthy eating.

If you feel good about your lifestyle yourself, you are more
likely to share it with others!
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VESELÎGAS ALTERNATÎVAS VIDUSJÛRAS DIÇTAI LATVIJÂ

Slimîbu profilakses pamatâ ir veselîgs dzîvesveids, ko veido regulâra fiziskâ aktivitâte un veselîga diçta. Ïoti svarîgi ir balansçt uzòemto
kaloriju daudzumu ar adekvâtâm fiziskâm aktivitâtçm. Pçdçjo gadu laikâ tieði Vidusjûras diçta tiek uzskatîta par visveselîgâko dzîvesveidu
sirds un asinsvadu slimîbu profilaksç. Sekojot Vidusjûras diçtai divu gadu garumâ, ir novçrota mirstîbas mazinâðanâs no
kardiovaskulârajâm saslimðanâm par 9%, no vçþa par 6%, no Parkinsona un Alcheimera slimîbâm — par 13%. Pozitîvie rezultâti ir
skaidrojami ar to, ka veselîga diçta palîdz kontrolçt svaru un uzlabot lipîdu profilu. Samazinâs arî risks saslimt ar cukura diabçtu, jo
uzlabojas glikozes vielmaiòa. Ievçrojami samazinâs iekaisuma un audzçja maríieri. Vidusjûras diçtu definç produktu grupas: auksti spiesta
olîveïïa — svarîgs mononepiesâtinâto taukskâbju avots; daudz augïu un dârzeòu; pilngraudu produkti, pâkðaugi, rieksti un sçklas;
pazeminâta tauku satura piena produkti (bez pievienotiem augu taukiem); zivis (vismaz divas reizes nedçïâ); putnu gaïa, liellopa gaïa un
cûkgaïa nelielos daudzumos; olas — 0–4 nedçïâ. Ðâda veida uzturu ir iespçjams pielâgot arî ziemeïvalstîs, atrodot produktus ar lîdzîgu
uzturvçrtîbu. Ïoti svarîgi ir pievçrst uzmanîbu svaigo produktu sezonalitâtei. Tâ kâ Latvijâ ir ïoti îss veìetatîvais periods, nepiecieðams ir
uzlabot konservçðanas un uzglabâðanas metodes ziemas mçneðiem. Ziemeïos ir pieejama liela graudaugu un pâkðaugu izvçle. Jâpievçrð
lielâka uzmanîba piena produktu kvalitâtei un jâveicina zemnieku raþoto produktu patçriòð, kâ arî jâsamazina rûpnieciski raþotu produktu
patçriòð. Gaïas produktu îpatsvars diçtâ bûtu jâsamazina lîdz trîs reizçm nedçïâ, dodot priekðroku meþa dzîvnieku gaïai, kas ir bagâta ar
nepiesâtinâtâm taukskâbçm un dzelzi, bet tajâ ir zemâks piesâtinâto tauku saturs. Latvijâ diemþçl netiek raþotas augstas kvalitâtes augu
eïïas. Auksti spiestas olîveïïas (extra virgin) uzturvielas ir grûti salîdzinâmas un aizvietojamas ar citâm, tâs ievçrojami spçj uzlabot
kardiovaskulâro veselîbu. Augsts ðîs olîveïïas patçriòð spçj samazinât insulta risku lîdz pat 41%.
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