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What is beta-carotene? 1

Beta-¢ is part of a class of plant ' pigmentsiicalled
carotenoidSIWhichNaresresponsible for the characteristiclorange
colour offcarrots, sweel® potatoes, and certain squash? We
currently’know! of*abolif?500Fcarotenoids ’

Sy

Figure 1- A photo of beta-carotene under the microscope (left). The chemﬁ
structure of beta-carotene (right).

What do they do?

In the plant, pigments like carotenoids play an important¥role
in photosynthesisj ‘capturing light energy and transferring it torthe
photosynthetic apparatus. For animals’ andihumans alike, ‘plant=
provided beta-carotene is _thes principall source’ of vitamin® A

(retinol):
s

L Where can we find fhemi_’

Carrots containithe highest' concentirationof beta-carotene
amongst mositcommonivegetables andl fruitis
-

Figure 2- Comparison of beta-carofene content of some
fruits and vegetables (in mg beta-carotene per 100g
tissue)

What can affect BC levels?

The amount of beta-carotene found in carrofs: can vary according
to the variety [1,2]. One study found thati purple carrots
contained 2.2 - 2.3 X more beta-carotene than regular orange
ones| [2]. Beta-carotene content can also be affected by
environmental conditions such as drought [1] as welll as/ post-
harvest: storage and handling [3,4].
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Bioavailability
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How! much) beta-carotene do we; labsprb2i " Several recent:
studies have demonstrated that bioavailabili‘i’?' ofibeta-carotene is
improved| in| processed carrots comparedtolsliesraw form [5,6].
For'example) onel study found that overiasfolrtweek period, test
subjecits whorconsumed thermally processediandipureed carrots on
a daily’ basisi had on average 3X more! beja-carotene in their
plasma’ than when| they consumed carrotsiingtiigiriraw: form [5].
] | .l
As an antioxidant _
ol ¥ LT
Morelrecently, beta-carotene’s  rolefiin®animalt and hiuman
nutrition)dsy anyantioxidant has been heightened “after about#two
|.‘dozen studiesishowed less incidences off\various: forms of cancer
Wand heartidiseases amongst people consiiming high amounts ‘of
Sbefa-carotene rich: fruits and vegetables [7,8]. Antioxidants are
chemicalsithiat neutralize free radicals which can damage cells,
playing afrole in several degenerative ailments such as cancer and
‘cardiovascular diseases.

One study even found thati plant-sourced carotenoids
accumulate in the skiniand gave test subjects some measurable
protection from: UV radiation 9]

- %
Plants vs. supplements

Although there s strong evidence linking the protective
benefits of a diet high in beta-carotene rich foods, recent claims
by synthetic supplement companies touting the same benefits are
yet unfounded. Although, beta-carotene has._been_shown to have
some beneficial efifectsisonisolat cancerous  cells [F10,11],
several large-scalefclinical s'r,gc{i,és @ Shownsihdisbeia=carotene!
supplements alonel failed o pr'a'ec. tfesits subjecitsi againsit: lung
cancer [12], coronary: heart:disease[13], and} colorectallcancer
[14].

So, listen to your mother and eat: your carrots, they might
Justi save your life one day!
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