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			Praise for 

			What’s Making Our Children Sick?

			“Through surveys, doctors’ reports, and countless firsthand discussions, we are aware that thousands of people get better from a wide range of diseases and conditions soon after switching to a non-GMO organic diet. This outstanding book not only sees the results every day in Dr. Perro’s practice, but has also connected the dots with the science. What’s Making Our Children Sick? should be required reading for every doctor, every mom, and anyone seeking to prevent or reverse a chronic condition.”

			—Jeffrey M. Smith, author of Seeds of Deception and Genetic Roulette; codirector of  Secret Ingredients

			“It would be difficult for anyone to read this powerful book with even a halfway open mind and not conclude that our industrialized system of food production is in urgent need of major reform. The routine claim that genetically engineered foods are well-regulated, well-tested, and wholesome crumples in the face of the facts that are skillfully woven together in this monumental work.”

			—Steven M. Druker, author of Altered Genes, Twisted Truth: How the Venture to Genetically Engineer Our Food Has Subverted Science, Corrupted Government, and Systematically Deceived the Public

			“Chronic diseases that were once rare are now plaguing children and adults alike in industrialized nations such as the United States. The patient case histories that Dr. Perro and Dr. Adams describe in What’s Making Our Children Sick? provide compelling evidence for advocating lifestyle changes, especially dietary medicine intervention, for overcoming these chronic ailments. And science increasingly provides explanations for such success. We now know that the balance of our gut bacteria (microbiome) is crucial to health and that imbalance, causing gut dysbiosis, is at least a contributing factor to a vast range of chronic illnesses, both physical and mental. Poor diet is no doubt a major contributory factor in causing gut dysbiosis. By eliminating pesticide and GMO-laden food from the diet and replacing it with organic wholefoods as part of her lifestyle medicine approach, Dr. Perro succeeds where standard pharmaceuticals fail. This should be enough for all to take note and follow suit.”

			—Michael Antoniou, molecular geneticist, King’s College London; coauthor of GMO Myths and Truths

			“The sharp rise of severe allergies, brain disorders, and other chronic illnesses among America’s children has left many doctors stumped, finding themselves unable to offer lasting cures or even successfully manage sometimes devastating symptoms. Enter Dr. Michelle Perro, an integrative food-forward family physician who has had excellent results helping children and adults overcome chronic disease. Even if you’re already familiar with the controversies surrounding genetically modified foods and healthy eating, you will learn a lot from Perro and Adams’s carefully researched, science-oriented book. A compelling and important read. Highly recommended.”

			—Jennifer Margulis, PhD, author of Your Baby, Your Way: Taking Charge of Your Pregnancy, Childbirth, and Parenting Decisions for a Happier, Healthier Family

			“With her extensive experience as a director and attending in Pediatric Emergency Medicine and her current integrative practice and health advocacy, Dr. Michelle Perro has teamed up with coauthor Vincanne Adams, whose expertise from medical anthropology is a perfect complement to the clinical perspective; together they have produced a powerful book. Their analysis carefully examines the scientific evidence and patient responses to the disruptive effects of chemicals contaminating our food, water, and the environment, and their damaging effects on our children. What’s Making Our Children Sick? exposes the hype of genetic engineering, both its flawed science and failed promises that have wreaked havoc on our health. Using their medical experience and case studies, Perro and Adams offer welcome alternatives to restore our health and hope for our future.”

			—Don M. Huber, emeritus professor, Purdue University

			“Having seen firsthand how Dr. Michelle Perro works miracles with children in her clinical practice, I am delighted to see that she has made her insights and approach widely accessible in this groundbreaking book. What’s Making Our Children Sick? combines the latest research on gut health and the microbiome with concerning evidence about the dangers of genetically modified and industrial foods to elucidate the perfect storm that is damaging our children’s health today. Most importantly, it offers practical and actionable solutions for both parents and practitioners to help children recover their health.”

			—Akil Palanisamy, MD, Harvard-trained physician; author of The Paleovedic Diet

			“Doctors Perro and Adams have made the complex topic of the interrelationship between the gut, brain, and the food our kids eat accessible to all. In my own experience, autism recovery is rarely possible without a dietary overhaul and a focus on whole, organic, and natural foods. This book is a welcome resource for parents struggling with their children’s chronic health conditions.”

			 —J. B. Handley, cofounder, Generation Rescue

			“What’s Making Our Children Sick? is a true clarion call to parents, physicians, and policymakers everywhere to change the way we grow the food we eat. Unless we move away from industrialized food sources that are created for the lowest short-term costs, we and our children will continue to experience increased chronic disease, immune dysfunction, and mental health problems. The transformation of our nutrition is not simply for our children and us, but also for future generations and our dear planet. It is almost as though we are all Romans drinking wine out of lead-lined bottles. Future generations will wonder why we have been so blind, deaf, and dumb.”

			—Dana Ullman, MPH, CCH, author of Homeopathic Medicine for Childrenand Infants and The Homeopathic Revolution

			“Industrial medicine and agriculture, with wholesale government approval, have caused an epidemic of chronic childhood illness largely traceable to ubiquitous poisons and alien DNA in our food supply. A clinical argument for organic foods, What’s Making Our Children Sick? is a stop-look-listen book for parents, doctors, teachers, and grocery shoppers everywhere.”

			—Carol Van Strum, author of A Bitter Fog: Herbicides and Human Rights

			“Dr. Perro was one of the first American pediatricians to connect the dots from GMOs to intestinal permeability, suffering children, and overwhelmed parents. Over the years her knowledge base for solutions has increased exponentially, as has the health of her young patients. Food-focused medicine, as she and Vincanne Adams detail in What’s Making Our Children Sick?, is a clarion call to us all.”

			—Samm Simpson, cohost, The Power Hour Radio Broadcast; associate producer, Genetic Roulette

			“Perro and Adams’ book is an alarming, eye-opening read that documents more clearly than ever the devastating consequences that pervasive pesticide use in food production is having on our health, and the urgent need to protect our children from a system that prefers we treat illness and disease with pills rather than prevention.”

			—Carey Gillam, journalist, author; research director, consumer advocacy group U.S. Right to Know

			“In this important book, pediatrician Michelle Perro and medical anthropologist Vincanne Adams explore Dr. Perro’s clinical case histories and the scientific literature to find out what’s at the root of the problem. They are convinced that our industrialized food is a chief culprit. Pesticides and genetically modified (GM) foods have introduced known and potential toxins into the food supply, turning it into a “slow poison.” Time and again, seemingly intractable health problems in Dr. Perro’s young patients respond well, sometimes almost miraculously, when chemically grown and GM foods are eliminated from the diet and replaced with organic foods. No matter how many of the agrichemical industry’s lobbyists and PR people bombard us with claims that pesticide residues and GMOs in our foods are safe, the experiences of Dr. Perro’s patients are hard to deny and tell a different story. The book is a must-read for health practitioners and parents alike.”

			—Claire Robinson, editor, GMWatch; coauthor of GMO Myths and Truths

			“Perro and Adams offer a unique analysis regarding the role industrialized food plays in the decline of our children’s health. What’s Making our Children Sick? provides an uncommon but extraordinary blend of clinical medicine and medical anthropology via an expert, in-depth analysis as to the root cause of this health epidemic, beginning with the gut. Filled with both knowledge and compassion, the authors, on a step-by-step readable journey, reveal how our children have become toxic from the very foods that are purportedly nutritious. This book will have wide readership from those who want to improve their own children’s health to the medical clinics of healthcare providers.”

			—Dr. Richard Horowitz, bestselling author of How Can I Get Better? An Action Plan for Treating Resistant Lyme and Chronic Disease

			“A powerful exposé of the science and clinical evidence pointing to our food production system as a key cause of the chronic illnesses affecting so many children. Most importantly, What’s Making Our Children Sick? offers hope and a path forward for how food-focused medicine can heal our bodies and help our families.” 

			—Stacy Malkan, author of Not Just a Pretty Face: The Ugly Side of the Beauty Industry

			“In a world where we are overexposed to thousands of dangerous toxic chemicals, education is key. This book’s clear, comprehensive information is a godsend for parents with sick children, and clinicians in the dark about the cause of the epidemic of chronically ill kids. Bravo to Drs. Perro and Adams for opening our eyes to what’s really going on.”

			—Beth Greer, bestselling author of Super Natural Home
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			This book is dedicated to the mothers 

			of chronically sick children.

			Some would-be architects of our future look toward a time when it will be possible to alter the human germplasm by design. But we may easily be doing so now by inadvertence, for many chemicals, like radiation, bring about gene mutations. It is ironic to think that man might determine his own future by something so seemingly trivial as the choice of an insect spray.

			RACHEL CARSON, author, The Silent Spring, 1964
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			Introduction

			In this book, we argue that a new generation of kids with chronic, hard-to-diagnose, hard-to-treat health problems is getting sick because of chronic exposure to poisons in the environment, and specifically in and from foods. Our children have guts that are impaired and immune systems that are overtaxed, making it hard for them to clear even the simplest health problems, such as colds. Eating processed foods that are high in carbohydrates, sugar, and hollow calories is the first problem, but in this book we argue it is not the main problem. The more insidious danger is foods that are full of pesticides, hormones, and antibiotics. How is it that at a time when we have the most efficient food production systems in the world, we are simultaneously putting ourselves at the greatest risk for food-induced health problems? In this book you will be offered one reason this is happening, what kinds of science can be relied on to make sense of it, and how food-focused medicine might be able to remedy these problems. 

			“What’s making our children sick?” is a question we ask rhetorically, and without arrogance. In this book, we try to answer this question literally, and with humility. Children in the United States—and indeed, all over the world where a Western diet and industrial agriculture reign—are struggling with a new wave of chronic health problems that simply didn’t exist several decades ago. We are not talking about broken bones and sprains, cuts and bruises, and coughs and colds that we know kids get all the time (some of which can be serious). What we are talking about in this book are chronic health issues that persist over years, problems that require long-term use of medical interventions and don’t ever really go away. We are talking about problems that linger and are managed but have a huge impact on the quality of our kids’ lives and the lives of their families.

			What are these problems? Despite enormous strides in protecting the health of our children through medicine and public health,1 today one in thirteen American children has a serious food allergy, a rate that increased by 50 percent over the last two decades.2 Nearly 9 percent of our kids have asthma, with dramatic increases in rates from 1980 to today.3 The prevalence of childhood eczema/atopic dermatitis in the United States is 10.7 percent overall and as high as 18.1 percent in individual states—again, a rate that nearly doubled in the past several decades.4 More than 1.6 million Americans have Crohn’s disease or colitis, and one in ten is a child.5 One in roughly 140 Americans has celiac disease—a rate that has increased 4.5 times over the past fifty years, with rates increasing among children in particular, and this is before we get to gluten sensitivities.6 Gastrointestinal reflux affects 8 percent of children, and today 10 percent of infants younger than twelve months with reflux now develop significant complications resulting in a disorder called gastroesophageal reflux disease, or GERD.7 Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) occurs in 6 to 24 percent of kids from middle school through high school.8 Type 2 diabetes accounted for less than 3 percent of all cases of new-onset adolescent diabetes up until ten years ago, and now it accounts for 45 percent of these cases.9 One in five American children is now obese. One in forty-one boys and one in sixty-eight children have a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder,10 11 percent of our children have a diagnosis of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD),11 and just over 20 percent (or one in five) of our children either currently or at some point during their life will have a seriously debilitating mental disorder. These, too, are rates that have skyrocketed over the past two decades.12 Finally, nearly 60 percent of our children experience chronic headaches, with 7 percent of these being chronic migraines.13 

			These numbers are staggering. What is happening to our children? Why are they so sick and with so many chronic, hard-to-treat ailments? Why have these problems shot up among children over the past several decades? What ties them all together? Looking at the numbers cumulatively, one might say that our children are experiencing an epidemic—an epidemic of complex, chronic ailments that doctors can do little about aside from minimizing the symptoms. 

			There are, in fact, no cures for many of these problems using the usual tools in the typical conventional medical toolkit. At best, doctors can treat the symptoms, eliminating the outward signs of disorder using strong medicines that suppress the body’s reactions. But these often only work temporarily. Once the medicines wear off, the symptoms usually return. The underlying causes of these ailments are hard to eliminate partly because for many of these ailments we don’t have adequate models of causation. Many of them have complex causal pathways that involve multiple physiological systems and sometimes multiple or cumulative triggers. As a result, parents of children with these disorders struggle to find help, not to mention even understand these conditions, and as a result bear an enormous weight.

			Might it be that our children are in the midst of a health crisis that has yet to be named, yet to be fully understood? Perhaps we cannot name this crisis because we are looking at these health problems using old and insufficient models of disease and treatment. In fact, we argue it is possible that some, if not all, of these problems are related to similar underlying sources of pathogenesis (pathways to disease) that affect each child differently yet can be treated by way of some simple, low-tech, integrative medical interventions starting with food. In this book, we will provide the scientific and clinical evidence that supports this proposition.

			We believe it is possible to look at health through a new lens that will enable us to tie these chronic health problems together and find a way forward. First, it is clear we need a vast transformation in how we live, and particularly in not just what we eat but how we provision ourselves with food—that is, we need to change what is in our food supply. Indeed, in this book we posit that the systemic health failures among our children are a result of something even more troubling than the physical symptoms in their bodies; they are the cumulative outcome of being born into and living in an environment that has been made toxic by agrochemical industrialized food production. 

			As a society that values and depends on the well-being of our future generations to thrive, we need to rethink the causes, complexities, and treatments for many of the chronic diseases on the rise today among our kids. Our children are sick because they are exposed to toxicants in the water, air, furniture, and petrochemical products they use. The amount of common household chemicals in use has been on the rise since World War II despite their known health hazards, and they are largely unregulated. But more than just toxic chemicals, our children are regularly exposed to toxicants that stress their developing immune systems, organs, and brains in even more insidious ways: through the so-called “healthy” food they eat. We will argue in this book that unless they are eating 100 percent organic food or homegrown vegetables from ecologically managed soil, they are eating toxic ingredients such as pesticides, hormones, and antibiotics. They are eating foods that are grown with, and contain, ingredients that are harmful to their health. One reason for this, among many, has been the rise in agrochemical technologies used to grow our food since the mid-1990s, including (though not limited to) use of genetically modified (GM), or genetically engineered (also called transgenic), crops that are designed to be used as, instead of, or in association with pesticides. We call this industrial food. Modern food is industrial food. GM technologies, although designed for the opposite outcome, have actually increased toxicants in our food environment. As a result of how we have “improved” our food production systems, our children today are now exposed to and end up consuming more toxic chemicals than any generation before them. 

			To be sure, this goes against the view of many conventional scientists, farmers, medical experts, and wide swaths of the public—those we call the reluctant constituencies—in relation to the effects of environmental toxicants (and particularly effects from GM foods) on our health. Their skepticism makes sense. Using genetic modification technologies with foods was, as mentioned, originally designed to decrease the need for toxic insecticides and herbicides (together called pesticides). In the wake of Rachel Carson’s landmark book Silent Spring, great efforts were made to eliminate the deadliest of them: DDT. Even Rachel Carson was enthusiastic about the opportunities presented by genetic engineering to reduce toxic loads in agriculture. However, what we ended up with could not be further from her hopes. 

			In this book, we gather and present the evidence that the optimistic and necessary intervention to limit our use of pesticides has gone awry and, ironically, led to an increase in toxic exposure and pesticide use. This is having a huge negative impact on our health. In fact, GM food technologies are likely implicated, directly or indirectly, in the systemic biological problems that underlie many of the chronic ailments that we see in our children today. This includes crops that have been heavily sprayed with pesticides, and foods that have been turned into pesticides due to genetic modification. While a great deal has been written on the perils of industrial food production on the environment, as well as on the advantages of organic farming, few are connecting the dots between these insights and the health of our future generations.

			Food-based chemical toxicants are finding their way into the blood and guts of our children, quite literally. We have a whole generation of kids who are growing up sick with chronic ailments and compromised capacities for living and learning. Survival for these kids means something totally different than it did for their parents and grandparents. The struggle for health (though never absent) now means dealing with allergies, asthma, rashes, digestive malfunction, and, in many cases, neurocognitive impairment. These, we believe, are related to chemical contamination that was meant to be harmless and is now vital to the industrialized production of our foods.

			Industrial food production is just beginning to be understood from the perspective of the body’s microbial ecosystem. We examine the evidence that chronic inflammation, aberrant immune responses, and, consequentially, chronic ailments are tied to persistent exposures to these chemicals. We are not alone in this position, though our perspective is far from mainstream. What we argue is that we are seeing in clinics across the country chronically afflicted children who suffer from being the unwitting participants in several decades of experimentation with agrochemically produced foods. This is an epidemic-scale health crisis.

			Children carry toxic loads from the mattresses they sleep on, the soaps they use to wash their hands, their sunscreen, and their antibiotics. Add to that mix of toxic exposures the fact that much of their food is loaded with chemical toxicants, and you get very sick children—children who are being made sick from the inside out. And in order to get our kids healthy, we need to think of their problems in terms of a damaged ecosystem; healing them might actually require healing our environment and detoxifying our foods in order to detoxify their guts. We need an approach to health and healing that thinks about human survival in terms of environmental sustainability, a form of ecomedicine, if you will, that places a focus on food. 

			What has been missing in mainstream conversations and critiques about industrialized food production is a map to connect the dots between the science and the symptoms, the data from animal studies, new knowledge about the microbiology of gut health, and the clinical experiences of doctors who are trying to stay one step ahead of these debilitating problems. Thankfully, there are leading-edge scientists and clinicians who, along with mothers and fathers of very sick children, are starting to make these connections. If you are one of those parents, or know parents like this, or if you are a physician trying to help these kids, our book is written for you.

			The Collaboration That Produced This Book

			Our approach to this problem is one that has grown out of collaboration between a clinician and an anthropologist. Dr. Michelle Perro is a food-focused pediatrician who has been practicing medicine for thirty-five years, the last fifteen of which have been in pursuit of integrative strategies that work to help kids with these troubling disorders. Watching the steady stream of ailing children, from infants to teenagers, who came to her clinics every day and realizing that her repertoire of remedies from medical school and her scientific journals was insufficient, Michelle began a journey into the world of integrative medicine focusing first and foremost on food. Poring over the literature and available evidence led her to a form of practice that was unconventional but was nevertheless rooted in biomedical knowledge and science. She turned to therapies that worked. This involved delving into the practice and art of functional medicine, homeopathics, and herbal medicine, and homing in on new scientific information from animal studies on food and health. All this led her to focus on what her patients were eating and drinking.  

			For Dr. Perro, this book distills the kernels of insight about our current predicament around food and health that have been gained over the past decades of research and sets them in conversation with her clinical experiences. What’s Making Our Children Sick? explains how she deals with these problems head-on, and in ways that are not always (or not yet) established in clinical practice guidelines, with problems that begin (and sometimes end) in the gut. 

			Vincanne Adams is a medical anthropologist PhD who has spent much of her professional life exploring and comparing medical systems of Asia to those of the United States. Her journey into a critical exploration of the oversights and limits of Western models of health and healing began early on, as she witnessed efforts to translate Chinese and Tibetan medical therapeutics by biomedical science. Over the course of many years, she asked in various medical settings: What cultural, social, political, or economic insights have shaped knowledge, including scientific medical knowledge, and how do these affect health outcomes? She observed how certain forms of knowledge not only helped but also often obscured and obstructed health. Her study of Asian medicines also made her immediately familiar with and sympathetic to the notion that food could be both a cause of and treatment for disease, and she often wondered why it seemed so absent from Western medicine.

			Although Dr. Adams was skeptical when she first heard about the possibility that GM foods and their associated pesticides were causing massive disorders in children, she recognized some of these health problems in children she knew. Hearing Dr. Perro talk about her typical patients, and finding in these stories an echo of patterns and pathways that could have been used to help many children, drew her into a commitment to learning more about Dr. Perro’s work. Dr. Adams was intrigued—what exactly was integrative medicine and how were Dr. Perro’s approaches to food different from those of other doctors she had met? The high rates of chronic health problems among kids might be correlated with the increase in use of GM technologies and their associated pesticides, but what evidence was there of a causal relationship? 

			After plunging deeply into the science of agrochemical food production, chronic health problems, digestive health, and the effects of toxic exposures—often reading over Dr. Perro’s shoulders—Dr. Adams became more and more convinced of what Dr. Perro argued: Some foods were harming us and our children. More significantly, it became clear that what needed explaining was not only how food was implicated in poor health but also how science was being used (or not) in medicine, including the ways that politics influenced scientific knowledge. 

			In another line of her previous work, exploring recovery in post-Katrina New Orleans, Dr. Adams investigated the uneasy relationship of inequality between large corporations that controlled basic resources needed for human health and the most vulnerable members of the public who suffered from being denied access to these resources.14 She began to see similar patterns of inequality in our agroindustrial food production systems, where large corporations held a monopoly not only on the products farmers needed for growing food but also on the science that was being produced to endorse use of these products. Avoiding conspiracy-theory logics, she plunged into the debates in the science and, together with Dr. Perro, they carved a path to the insights you will find here. Forming an alliance, they created a plan to write this book. 

			Tying together the connections between really sick kids and the politics of knowledge around GM food sciences first required learning more about Dr. Perro’s patients. Over a two-year period, they interviewed patients and their families and created a set of case studies that they believed were representative of the larger epidemic. They then did more homework on the science, tracking down the old and new studies that provided evidence of these food-health connections. This also meant dealing with scientific data that were controversial and, in some cases, up for debate. They consulted with microbiologists, biochemists, geneticists, pediatric experts, and farmers to help make sense of these controversies. They attended workshops with organic food experts and interrogated the activists at the front lines of agroecology movements. Over time, these collaborative efforts produced enough material to write this book. 

			Not only do we see our book as a resource for others who are trying to connect the dots between agroindustrial food and poor health, but also we hope it offers a template for larger social and political change on issues of food health, children’s well-being, and what we believe should be the future of medicine.

			We have just begun to uncover some of the problem spaces in our current zeitgeist—a perfect storm, if you will—wherein some patients struggle to find cures for their very sick children and, in finding none, reach the limits of modern medicine. Patients and practitioners alike are forging paths into uncharted waters in the midst of this storm, creating integrative clinical practices that work, challenging the world of science, and engaging in politics for change. By turning to food-focused integrative medicine, people are finding answers and solutions. While conventional science moves at a snail’s pace toward the kinds of tests and trials that we need to show the many causal links between GM pesticide-filled foods and chronic health problems, we believe we have no time to spare. Already there is plenty of good forward-thinking research that can help us start connecting the dots and filling in the blanks over our modern food predicament. Our children have been a living science experiment, and the evidence of its failure is our children’s failing health. 

			We want to empower others who might or might not already be involved in the political effort to think about human bodies in the same way we must think about sustainable environments, in and through clean and nutritious food. 

			CHAPTER ONE 

			The Perfect Storm of Toxic Food, Sick Kids, and the Limits of Medicine

			A mother of a critically ill child once said to me, “Children are easy—until they get sick.”

			JENNY PERKEL, author of “Parenting a Sick Child”1

			Willa was a four-year-old when her mother, Sherrie, told us that her daughter had been sick “pretty much from the time she was born.” Willa was a couple of weeks old and she had severe reflux.2 So her doctor put her on Prevacid (at the time a prescription antacid designed to decrease acid in the stomach) at a few weeks old. Willa would breastfeed and then throw up everything, and she was in a lot of pain. Exhausted, her parents would try to lay her down . . . at which point she would vomit, and then scream. Start over. Repeat. “It was pretty awful, as I’m sure you can imagine,” her mother said, “for a two- to three-week-old to be so miserable.”

			At that time, Willa’s regular pediatrician recommended her mom take her to the large teaching hospital in the city. There, they did a barium swallow looking for blockages in her esophagus or anatomical anomalies, and a litany of food allergy tests. All of Willa’s anatomy seemed to be fine, and her IgE tests (immunoglobulin E, produced when the body has an allergic reaction) showed nothing abnormal. And yet, there was no denying her pain and her struggle to keep food down. Over the months that followed, Sherrie painstakingly tried to nurse and, as the months went on, to mash her daughter’s food so she could eat it, a process that continued for another year. She tried different foods, and continued with the Prevacid. 

			The Prevacid helped Willa a little bit, her mother told us, but not enough to make the symptoms go away entirely. And they couldn’t get her off the medication. Every time they’d try to wean her off, she would go right back to not being able to keep anything down, and was still very uncomfortable. At the same time, she was having chronic ear infections. Every time she got a cold (and she got them often) she would get a really bad ear infection, which would then turn into a bad cough. Then she got bronchitis and pneumonia; in fact, Willa was on antibiotics for ten days almost every month. Eventually she was diagnosed with asthma.

			By the time she was two, Willa had been on antibiotics over twenty times. Eventually Sherrie got a name for her daughter’s problem: GERD, or gastroesophageal reflux disease. But she complained that all she got was a medicine for reducing Willa’s symptoms. Neither the specialists nor her pediatrician offered an explanation or treatments that worked to get at what Sherrie called “the underlying problem.”

			Sherrie’s voice was filled with a calm frustration cultivated over many years of struggle. Willa’s chronic debilitating ailments were taking a toll. Summing up the obvious, Sherrie said: “Willa wasn’t getting nourished. She couldn’t keep down food. So, of course, her immune system wasn’t strong, and she was susceptible to every flu, every cold that she was exposed to.” Marking the visual evidence of Willa’s decline was her growth chart. When she was born she was in the ninetieth percentile. She dropped completely off at seven months, and at nineteen months she was down around the third percentile. She was hardly growing at all.

			When Sherrie finally came to see Dr. Perro, Willa was nineteen months old. When Dr. Perro saw her for the first time, she said to herself, “Wow, this kid is really sick.” Dr. Perro was concerned that Willa was failing to thrive and not receiving the nutrients she required for normal growth and development. Although she was only two years old, taking her history was a lengthy process and included learning more about her parents’ health. All of these factors informed Dr. Perro’s treatment plan. The other striking thing about her case was the profound number of antibiotics she had taken in the course of her short life. This fact alone led Dr. Perro to think that alterations in her gut flora were a root cause of her symptoms. 

			Dr. Perro began the process of figuring out what was going wrong, starting with her gut. She did fecal testing because Willa was so little, rather than doing more blood work. She then started Willa on a program that would heal her gut and get her weaned off the Prevacid. Dr. Perro removed gluten from her diet because she knew that gluten was correlated with GERD in children. Dr. Perro also switched her to a completely organic diet, and gradually began treatment with various homeopathic remedies and probiotics based on how well Willa responded. It was a complex and multipronged process, but Sherrie went along with this approach. 

			The first results were immediate. Willa stopped getting the reflux. When dairy and soy were eliminated from her diet, her ear infections went away. “It was like a miracle,” her mother said. Within a few more months, Willa started to grow. This was back in 2014. Since then, Willa continued to grow, and when we met her in 2016, she was normal height and weight for a child her age. 

			Public Frustration and the Turn to Integrative Doctors

			The story of Sherrie’s frustration in trying to help her daughter is one that is familiar to many. Families with children who have hard-to-diagnose, intractable, and often debilitating health problems are often thrust into a long battle, sinking resources of time, energy, and money to help them, frequently with very little to show for their efforts. Moms everywhere—and it is mostly moms—are telling us these stories. After a while, the stories start to sound familiar. 

			They are frustrated, exhausted, and angry. They can’t get effective treatments. They feel let down by their doctors who, in fact, are often equally frustrated. Parents load their kids up with antibiotics only to learn that these are probably damaging their children’s guts. One can imagine the confusion this produces. These moms feel helpless. And then they discover there are alternatives. When they finally meet a doctor who is willing to try something new, these moms are usually ready to try just about anything. Sometimes what they find out, often to their surprise, is that their kids’ issues start, and many end, with the simplest medicine of all: food. 

			Sean, another patient whose mother we interviewed, had a similar story. He was a three-year-old with eczema over most of his body. He wasn’t eating well. His mother, Irene, described the feeling she had when she realized that she hadn’t had to buy Sean new clothes in over a year. “You know,” she said, “on top of the eczema over nearly his whole body, I realized we did not need to buy clothes and I thought, that’s not good. It’s not good when your child is not growing.” Sean was three but he was wearing clothes for an eighteen-month-old. Irene said, “You could put your fingers around his upper arm [she demonstrated by touching her thumb to her forefinger in a small circle].” 

			Irene had a hard time telling the story without getting emotional. “It was terrifying,” she said, “to have a kid who was sick and to feel so helpless about it. I went to the pediatrician and I said, ‘Oh my gosh, what do I do?’” and to her surprise, her regular pediatrician said, “Oh, that’s not that bad eczema. We can put some steroids on it.” Irene continued, “I mean, he was covered from head to toe in a rash and he says, ‘That’s not bad’!” 

			Irene described going to buy the “Costco-sized” tube of steroids for her son. She went home and started thinking about how skin is the body’s largest organ and, even though her husband also had eczema, it seemed tragic to have to use the steroids on her three-year-old. She was infuriated that her physician had tried to minimize his symptoms by saying “That’s not bad eczema. He’s fine. He’s just fine.” Instead, Irene said, “Something is not right here. I had another child before this and he didn’t have these problems, and there’s something wrong. He’s off.” 

			Irene talked about feeling helpless, feeling like her doctor was not taking her concerns seriously. What most surprised her, looking back, was that he never mentioned food. In contrast, she described her first visit with Dr. Perro as an experience that was “like finding someone who spoke my language.” Dr. Perro listened to Irene. She asked her what she saw. This was not another doctor who said, “He’s fine.” Irene felt seen, and heard, and finally in the right place, especially when they, together, started to figure out some underlying causes.

			Dr. Perro and Irene started testing Sean for food sensitivities. His test results showed he was immunologically reacting to many foods: eggs, almonds, gluten, and dairy. Looking back on it, Irene realized that she was feeding Sean so many of the wrong foods, and it was hurting him. She had been feeding him dairy, yogurt, and eggs and then was told to get him off dairy. But when she switched him to almond milk, his symptoms got worse, and she realized he was also allergic to almonds.

			When Irene talked about Sean’s food sensitivities, she called them “allergies.” Sean’s regular pediatrician wouldn’t call them that, nor would Dr. Perro. In fact, his pediatrician tested Sean’s antibodies, and said the results technically showed no food allergies. The tests he ordered were designed to find the kinds of allergies that can make kids go into anaphylactic shock (the kind that produce IgE responses). What Dr. Perro looked for were more subtle immune responses, the kind that are often called food sensitivities (an area of medicine that is controversial). Food sensitivities show up as IgG and IgA antibodies, suggesting an immune reaction that is not viewed as a true allergy in conventional medicine, but that still shows an activated immune system. 

			The confusing part for Irene was that Sean’s problems did present like serious allergies, even though he didn’t test positive for IgE antibodies. Dr. Perro felt that his sensitivities could be implicated in his eczema and his delayed growth. She reasoned that these immune responses were likely related to underlying inflammation in his gut. Skin is just an external manifestation of what’s going on in the gut, she told Irene. When Irene finally bit the bullet and eliminated the four things Sean was sensitive to (eggs, almonds, gluten, and dairy) from his diet altogether, Sean started to eat again, eventually with a strong appetite, and his eczema started to clear. Over time, Dr. Perro added in homeopathics for gut healing and restorative nutrients such as magnesium and zinc to correct his deficiencies of these minerals. Irene was tearful when she described it. Sean’s symptoms started disappearing until they were largely gone. He was 95 percent better: “Improvement is not a strong enough word here,” she said. “I mean, this was a child who would not eat, and now he is a child who wants to eat everything.”

			Over time, as Sean’s gut started to heal and subsequently to digest properly, his eczema cleared up. The added bonus for Irene was that because she herself began following the same diet as her son, her own asthma improved dramatically. She described previously needing to use inhalers regularly, even ending up at the hospital several times a year. She described keeping a note by her bedside for her husband, just in case she needed it in the middle of the night. It read: Don’t panic. I am having an asthma attack and need to go to the hospital now. Since removing dairy from her diet, however, she hardly needed to use her inhaler anymore. She went from needing it multiple times a day to only about once a week. 

			Irene felt like her world had been turned upside down. How was it that none of her doctors had ever mentioned a dietary shift? Here, it seemed, was an obvious culprit: dairy. The proof for her was in the outcome. Over time, with multiple visits for Sean, treatments for Irene as well, and her own sleuthing on the internet, she put it all together: They were getting sick from the food they were eating. But why? Dr. Perro explained to Irene that the foods we eat today are not like the foods we ate twenty years ago. Foods today have all kinds of contaminants in them, and these contaminants are toxic to the body, specifically to our guts. This is why so many more kids are developing food allergies, not to mention a whole slew of chronic problems. 

			Irene described looking at food in a whole new way since Sean’s dramatic improvement. She told us how she now completely avoids toxic ingredients in foods, and only eats organic. We asked her whether she had a theory about how food caused ailments. She said it was a combination of things: pesticides in the foods, genetic modifications of the foods, the antibiotics in the meats and dairy, and then all the other processed or synthetic ingredients in the packaged foods. She said she reads labels carefully now: “There is corn, soy, wheat, and even dairy in everything. You have to read the fine print.” 

			The Perfect Storm

			To some readers, the notion that we are eating foods that are making us sick seems somewhat far-fetched. After all, we live in a country that has the most proficient and prolific systems ever known for the production of foods. We have a broader variety in our food choices than any generation preceding us, and foods are “cleaner” (in the sense of being free from microbial pathogens) than ever in history. On top of that, most middle-aged adults are likely to say that they ate all these foods even before something called “organic” existed, and they are not that unhealthy. 

			Yet it is clear that our kids are getting more food allergies, food sensitivities, and chronic health problems related to diet than ever before, and certainly more than we middle-aged adults did as kids. (Adults are not that healthy either, if you look at population statistics.) According to 2013 data from the Center for Child and Adolescent Health Policy, over half of US children and teens live with a chronic condition.3 Approximately 40 percent of American children now have an allergy. This is remarkable in a nation that spends more money on its health care and provides more drugs on a per capita basis to its population than any nation in the world. 

			Is it possible that we are doing something wrong? Is it possible that all of these chronic problems in our kids are related to something so basic as food? Is it possible that the ways we are treating these problems through our existing medical repertoire are missing the mark in some part or altogether? We believe our kids are sick with chronic ailments today because of the cataclysm of at least three things: 

				1.	Living in a toxic environment from chemical exposures, rather than from microbial infections, making the foods we eat a source of disease

				2.	Outmoded models of clinical care and disease causation

				3.	A scientific community that is embattled when it comes to food-health science

			These ingredients create an uncomfortable brew. This is a terrain of conflict that results in poor health, frustrated patients and families, and conflicted medical professionals. We have, in other words, created a perfect storm for ourselves and for our kids. This storm starts with what we eat (and what we feed to our kids). It also moves beyond this very quickly. 

			What we are faced with today is more than just a problem of eating too many sugars and fats, too many fake foods, or what Michael Pollan, in his book In Defense of Food, calls edible foodlike substances—the packaged foods filled with secret ingredients or artificial man-made fillers. To be sure, these food choices are unhealthy, and there is ample scientific consensus on this opinion. What we are interested in goes beyond these well-known unhealthy foods. The big issue here is that our kids are not just getting sick from eating fake foods, they’re getting sick from eating real foods, foods that many of us would consider healthy. Why? Because many of our real foods have been overloaded with fertilizers, pesticides, hormones, and antibiotics, and have been redesigned with genetic alterations that often lead to increased loads of toxic pesticides. 

			Our concern is that many of our so-called “healthy” foods contain the same toxicants that are found in fake foods. That is, many of the fruits, vegetables, and grains that we eat (or that our farmed dairy and livestock eat) have been chemically altered and industrially grown with the use of pesticides. These foods contain chemical toxicants either because of the ways they were modified or grown, or because of the fact that they were fed modified foods that we, in turn, eat. Modern food is now industrialized food that comes from a whole interconnected chain of agroindustrial chemical dependencies that pervade the entire food ecosystem. To sum up, we are concerned, specifically, with anything that is not organic. Organic foods are, by definition, foods that have attempted to avoid (usually successfully) these chemical production dependencies. (It is important to note that some organic foods can also be tainted and some are large-scale cash crops, but they remain the better choice and a good place to start.)

			The Toxic Lunchbox and Beyond

			What is happening to our kids today reaches far beyond the problem of food, even if it starts there. We are feeding our children toxicants, often without knowing it. Their lunchboxes are too often filled with foods-plus, foods that have added qualities that are harmful to our children’s guts and, consequently, their bodies and brains. Widening the lens from the toxic lunchbox, we know that their ailments are symptomatic of our larger failure to understand the ecosystem within which our foods are grown and upon which we depend for survival. 

			Widening the lens even further, we know that harmful chemicals permeate not only the foods, but also the environments within which our children live, from the plastics in their cosmetics and school supplies to the particulate pollution in the air from cars and factories. All of these, cumulatively, are causing massive disruptions of our kids’ health, an irony considering that the chemical revolution was once promoted as “a medical miracle” but is in reality a children’s health disaster. This system is unsustainable. Our sick kids are the prima facie evidence for this.

			If we begin our journey with the simple premise that many of our foods are making our children sick, we must quickly move to more deep-seated and hard-to-answer questions. First, how and why have our foods been turned into toxicants? Can these transformations in our foods explain all of these varied chronic disorders? What evidence can we rely on to make sense of the links here? What models of health and disease and, more importantly, of clinical practice are going to lead us out of the storm? 

			In this book, we address these questions systematically. In the chapters following, we intersperse clinical case studies with an exploration of the sad realities of industrial food production technologies that are likely linked to increased toxicants in our foods. We explore how recent biomedical sciences are laying the groundwork for food-focused theories of disease, focusing on the microbiome and leaky gut. We return to clinical cases before turning, in chapter 10, to the controversial debates surrounding genetic modification of foods.

			When we return in the second half of the book to clinical cases, armed with our knowledge of a new medical model, we look at how organic food choices can improve not just digestive health but also neurocognitive health in a series of chapters about kids who have mental health issues. In chapter 11, we talk about what kind of medicine food-focused medicine is, and how it might address this new epidemic of chronic childhood diseases. We ask: Can we imagine a medicine in which the limiting factor for health is a healthy food environment? Might this medicine help us think in new ways about our food ecosystems as interdependent and mutually benefitting symbiotic species and systems? Is clean food an ideal mediator between the species that are needed for healthy environments and those needed for a healthy body? 

			We end our book with a tribute to the mothers who have engaged in the battle, alongside their clinicians, to tirelessly help their kids achieve health in a world that seems filled with obstacles to prevent this. We applaud their willingness to stay in the game, even when it means alienating themselves from family and friends and, sometimes, even jumping into the political battlefield to change the regulatory environment. Their tenacity is why we dedicate the book to these moms.

			Let’s start, then, with a look at some more clinical cases and the story of how Dr. Perro found herself needing to explore food as medicine. 

			CHAPTER TWO

			Going Beyond the Band-Aid to Help Chronically Sick Kids

			Tell me what you eat, and I shall tell you what you are. 

			JEAN ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN, author of The Physiology of Taste (1825)

			Trevor was a nine-year-old who had been diagnosed with ulcerative colitis. Like Willa and Sean, Trevor’s problems also began early in life, when he was just a newborn. He contracted E. coli from a hospital procedure, and on his postcircumcision checkup, an attending physician noticed an adhesion and, without hesitating, ripped it open with his fingers. He then put the old bandage back on the wound.

			His mother, Georgia, told the story with the precision of someone who had been traumatized—as if she had daily relived those moments of nearly nine years ago like a war veteran recalling a battle—there was blood everywhere. A few days later, Georgia said, Trevor developed encephalitis (inflammation of the brain). He was only one week old. The hospital put him on IV antibiotics and kept him in the hospital for three weeks, and when the physical symptoms subsided, they thought it was cleared. They sent him home, but in one week, the encephalitis came back. Trevor went on antibiotics again, this time for four weeks. So, for the first two months of his life, IV antibiotics and mother’s milk were all he
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