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Eastern cultures celebrate seaweed
February 6th is National Seaweed Day 
in Japan

Western cultures display an anti-seaweed bias:  
άviliorŀƭƎŀέ ƳŜŀƴǎ άƳƻǊŜ ǾƛƭŜ ƻǊ ǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ 
ǎŜŀǿŜŜŘέ  -Virgil (70 BC to 19 AD)
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Currently, there are over 1800 total publications concerning seaweed and health

Annual publications on seaweed 
indexed in the Library of Medicine



An Ancient Remedy

ωA salty vegetable was used in the treatment of 
breast tumors (Case 45, Smith Surgical Papyrus; 

written ~1700 BC, based on texts from 2640 BC)

ωIn 1956, A.A. Loeserwrote that the ancient 
Egyptians had used seaweed (loosely 
ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ άƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ abt planẗ ) to 
treat breast cancer



Eastern Medicine and Seaweed

ÅTraditional Chinese Medicine

ïSeaweed used to treat hard swellings

ÅJapanese Folk Medicine

ïSeaweed extracts used to treat cancer

ÅAyurvedicMedicine

ïSeaweed used to treat swellings

http://pasture.ecn.purdue.edu/~agenhtml/agenmc/china/images/art/pic2.gif


Western Medicine

ÅHalf of all pharmaceuticals, and about 70% of 
drugs used for the treatment of cancer are 
based on natural products

Vinblastine: 

from rosy periwinkle
Taxol: from Yew tree

Adriamycin:  

from soil bacteria



What makes brown seaweeds 
different from land plants?

ÅUnique sugars
ïFucoidan2 ς12% of seaweed 

ïBeta glucans

ÅUnique carotenoids
ïFucoxanthin

ÅUnique chemical defenses
ïPhlorotannins

ÅRare fiber 
ïAlginate 

ïLaminarin

ÅUnusual omega-3 fatty acids
ïStearidonicacid (18:4n3)

*Each has been shown to prevent 
or treat cancer in animals



http://www.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1626519_1373664,00.html

Seaweeds

Seaweed in the typical 
Asian household

Seaweed is a common and frequently 
eaten food in most Asian households.  
Typically, there is little to no 
processing of the seaweed that is 
consumed.  Daily consumption is 
typical.



http://www.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1626519_1373664,00.html

Seaweed in the typical 
American household

Highly processed seaweed  ingredients 
are used as thickening, stabilizing, and 
smoothing agents in a variety of health 
and food products in the typical 
American diet.  Some examples 
include: Dairy products, Salad 
dressings, Dental impression 
compounds, Antacid formulations 



Nagataki, 2008

Generational changes in seaweed 
consumption
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128 million Japanese safely eat seaweed daily

Is seaweed safe to eat?



Esophagus

Stomach

Colon

Points of contact during seaweed 
digestion





Nakachi, 1988
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Colon

Rectal
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http://www.sunnewspapers.net/articles/tsnews.aspx?ArticleID=435682&pubdate=4/17/2009

Informal use of seaweed 
in the US for prostate 
cancer

ά²ƘŜƴ Ƴȅ t{! ƎƻŜǎ ǳǇΣ L ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 
ǎŜŀǿŜŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƎƻŜǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ōŀŎƪ ŘƻǿƴΦέ

ά{ƻƳŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ aŀƴ ǘƻ 
Man prostate support group have 
been using seaweed [Sargassum] for 
мл ȅŜŀǊǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 

It is often difficult to get doctors to 
discuss seaweed.

¢ƻ άǘŀƪŜέ ǎŜŀǿŜŜŘΣ 
he makes seaweed 

soup stock from 
sargassumseaweed

http://www.sunnewspapers.net/articles/tsnews.aspx?ArticleID=435682&pubdate=4/17/2009
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Is it genetic?



Does seaweed protect against 
breast cancer?

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_nYL0jCFFnWs/Spb9PgiI8qI/AAAAAAAAAKg/FeuoEUwXd9M/s320/nori.jpg&imgrefurl=http://easy-sushi.blogspot.com/2009/08/nori.html&usg=__aetAHAvno3T3wVouq3ImipGF6Rc=&h=320&w=320&sz=20&hl=en&start=32&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=fGlUq1Lp6sKR6M:&tbnh=118&tbnw=118&prev=/images?q=nori&start=18&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rlz=1T4GGIH_enUS259US259&ndsp=18&tbs=isch:1
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.purewellbeing.com/contents/media/l_raw-nori-10-lbl.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.purewellbeing.com/contents/en-uk/p637.html&usg=__P8oVm-9V52b-hokxbuwMTtCowpE=&h=500&w=446&sz=138&hl=en&start=111&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=YwdaZOxb204PdM:&tbnh=130&tbnw=116&prev=/images?q=nori&start=108&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rlz=1T4GGIH_enUS259US259&ndsp=18&tbs=isch:1
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.perfectduluthday.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/10/sushi-for-21.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.perfectduluthday.com/duluth-blog/duluth-restaurants/&usg=__hC-im1Uhp0OrSgb9P68xwfZhM5c=&h=411&w=400&sz=28&hl=en&start=10&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=8yZtsaTeiwawTM:&tbnh=125&tbnw=122&prev=/images?q=sushi&um=1&hl=en&sa=G&rlz=1T4GGIH_enUS259US259&tbs=isch:1


Mammary Tumor Incidence
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Funahashi, 2001

When rats were given water in which seaweed had been 
{ƻŀƪŜŘ ƻǾŜǊƴƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΧǎƻ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 
only the water soluble molecules that remained 





Americanization of seaweed

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
pearls of the ocean on a regular 
basis rather than only as a last 
resort while you grimace and 
ƘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƴƻǎŜΦέ

/ƻƻƪǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƎƻƻŘέ ƻǳǘΧ
Å Soak 2-8 hours, throw out the soaking 

water

Å Pressure cook with soy sauce and vinegar 
for 10 minutes

Å Seaweed becomes tender, with the texture 
of spaghetti, and does not have the strong 
fishy smell or taste.



How much should I eat?

ÅThe recommendation for 
seaweed intake 
decreased from a 6 inch 
piece to a postage size 
piece

ÅThe real questions are 
How much? How often? 
And how prepared?



Å Metabolic Syndrome

Å Estrogen and phytoestrogen
metabolism

500 mg seaweed capsules

Clinical Studies

/
/
/


Metabolic Syndrome

ÅThought to be an underlying condition leading 
to chronic inflammation and predisposition for 
developing cancer

ÅIncludes these problems:

ïCentral obesity

ïHigh blood pressure

ïHigh triglycerides

ïLow HDL-cholesterol

ïInsulin resistance



Teas, 2009 

Metabolic Syndrome Study

ÅWho: 28 healthy men and women with at 
least one symptom of Metabolic Syndrome

ÅWhat: Study conducted using 4 or 6 grams of 
seaweed a day over 2 months 

ÅWhere: Ecuador 

ÅSeaweed: Undariapinnatifidasporophyll
(mekabu)

../../../../


Teas, 2009

Waist Circumference: 
average 2.3 inch decrease



Teas, 2009

Blood pressure decreased 
for people with high initial 

blood pressure
(> 130 mmHg)

Average decrease 15 
mmHg at 2 months

Blood Pressure: 
average 15mmHg decrease



Biomarkers for Breast Cancer Study 

ÅWho: 15 healthy postmenopausal women

ÅWhat: 5 grams placebo or seaweed/day for 7 
weeks, with soy powder added during the last 
week  

ÅWhere: Central Massachusetts

ÅSeaweed: Alariaesculentablade

Teas, 2009 
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Relationship between Change in Serum Estradiol 

and Dose of Seaweed (n=15 women)

R
2
 = 0.448
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Clinical Data



http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.nutrition.arizona.edu

Unique dietary fiber

ÅFiber decreases transit time, increases bulk, so 
some estrogen is trapped within fiber

ÅWomen in Japan excrete about 3 times as 
much estrogen as US women

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.nutrition.arizona.edu


Equol

ÅSoy associated phytoestrogenthat is 
considered most protective against breast 
cancer

ïProduced from soy by intestinal bacteria

ïOnly about 33% of American women have the 
intestinal bacteria necessary to produce equol

ÅFor women who were equolproducers, 
combination of seaweed and soy increased 

the amount of equolproduced by 



Not all seaweeds are the same


