
Introduction

Salt has many detrimental effects on health, with most evidence showing it to be one of the most important factors that causes blood pressure to be raised, the consequence of which is increasing the risk of heart attacks, strokes and heart failure. Black people of African descent (accounting for around 2% of the total population in the UK1) are particularly sensitive to the effects of too much salt, showing the largest blood pressure increases in the population. Therefore this group has a higher chance of having a stroke, heart attack or heart failure.

Almost everyone in the UK (and many other countries in the world) eat too much salt. The daily recommended amount is no more than 6 grams a day but the average salt intake is between 9-12 grams a day. 

This factsheet provides information on the sources of salt intake along with the main health concerns for black people of African descent, regarding high blood pressure, heart attacks and strokes. It also provides advice on ways to reduce salt intake.

Sources of salt in the diet

The large majority of salt consumed by the black population is from salt added in cooking and/or at the table. This is in contrast to the rest of the UK population (and indeed the Western world) where 80% of salt intake comes from processed foods, 15% is added to cooking and/or at the table and 5% is found naturally in foods. A health survey in England2 found that 83% of black men and 85% of black women added salt in cooking. Over a quarter (28%) of the same population add salt at the table. Specifically salt intake from cooking in the black population comes largely from salt added to vegetables, rice, farina and pasta. Also salted meats and fish like saltfish and saltbeef, and heavily seasoned meats,  e.g. fried chicken, and stews contain a lot of salt.

Evidence to support reducing salt intake

There is evidence to show that the black population has a high prevalence of high blood pressure, which can lead to strokes, heart attacks and heart failure. However, it has also been shown that reducing salt can lower blood pressure to a greater extent in the black population compared with the white population, as shown in the Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) study3 carried out in the USA and in another similar study4. The DASH study3 also showed that blood pressure was reduced even further if a low salt diet was combined with one rich in fruit, vegetables, and low fat dairy foods.  

It has been estimated that reducing salt intake from the current UK average of 10-12g per day to less than the 6g maximum recommendation in black adults of African descent will reduce their risk of a stroke by 45% and heart disease by 35%5. And a recently published study6, showed for the first time that a modest reduction in salt intake (from around 10g to 5g of salt per day) in black patients with high blood pressure resulted in both a fall in blood pressure (the major risk factor for cardiovascular disease) and urinary protein excretion (the major risk factor for renal disease and an independent risk factor for cardiovascular mortality in the elderly and people with hypertension or diabetes).  

By reducing your salt intake in the following ways you will reduce your risk of getting high blood pressure or if you already have high blood pressure, your blood pressure will be lowered. Remember you should be eating no more than 6g of salt per day (equivalent to one level teaspoon).

Simple ways to reduce salt

1. Do not add salt to your food at the table

· Sea salt, rock salt and garlic salt are almost identical to salt and should not be used

· When you first cut down food may taste a bit bland, but persevere because within 2-3 weeks you will adjust to preferring the taste of less salty food 

· Most sauces used at the table are also very high in salt, e.g. chilli sauces, tomato ketchup and soy sauce, so look for reduced salt versions or use sparingly

2. Do not add salt to cooking
· This includes not adding salt to the water you use for cooking vegetables, pasta and rice

· Avoid spices and spice mixes that have salt already added to them like all-purpose seasonings. Either make up your own spice mixes or buy spices that have no added salt. Avoid stock cubes and gravy browning as these contain large amounts of salt. Buy reduced salt stock cubes or make your own gravy/sauces without added salt

· Instead of salt try other flavourings, and use fresh foods:

Any fresh, frozen or dried herbs

All spices (take care with curry powders as some have large amounts of salt added, 

check the label)

Mustard powder (avoid ready prepared mustard as this contains salt)

Lemon and lime juice, vinegar, garlic, onions, shallots, ginger, chilli etc

Roasted vegetables - try pumpkin, sweet potato, okra, cassava, peppers, courgettes, fennel, parsnips and squash

Red wine for stews, white wine for sauces for chicken

3. Avoid manufactured or processed foods that have salt added
· If you are buying processed foods look for lower salt alternatives when shopping, anything less than 0.1g sodium per 100g (equivalent to 0.25 of salt per 100g) is quite low in salt. Avoid all products with 0.5g or more sodium per 100g (equivalent to 1.25g of salt per 100g)

· Look out for words on labels like sodium, salt, brine, cured, pickled, corned, smoked, soy sauce on labels – and only eat limited amounts of these products 

· Any salted meat or fish e.g. salt fish, salted mackerel, saltbeef, khobi, salted pigs tail should be soaked in water for 24 hours (changing the water a number of times) to remove most of the salt before cooking. Better still to eat fresh unsalted meat or fish

4. Call in advance at a restaurant you plan to eat in for low salt food

When eating out ask for no salt to be added to your food during cooking, but be aware that this may be impossible for some chefs to do as some of the food components may have been already prepared. 
Improve your health – general ways to cut your risk of having a heart attack, stroke and heart disease
Raised blood pressure causes these diseases. Although salt is a big part of the picture of raising blood pressure it is only one factor. To reduce your risk of getting these you should make sure you eat at least 5 portions of fruit/vegetables per day, increase the amount of exercise you do (at least 30 minutes, 5 times a week) and reduce the amount of saturated fat you eat. If you are overweight you should try and reduce your weight and if you smoke you should stop.
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