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INTRODUCTION

Candidiasis, commonly known as a yeast infection, is a fungal infection caused by the Candida species. While Candida is a natural part of our body's microbial ecosystem, an overgrowth of these fungi can lead to various health issues. Candidiasis infections can occur in different parts of the body, such as the mouth, throat, genital area, and skin folds. Candida infections can be triggered by several factors, including a weakened immune system, hormonal changes, use of antibiotics or corticosteroids, and poor personal hygiene. These factors disrupt the delicate balance of microorganisms in our bodies, allowing Candida to proliferate. Candidiasis is a common infection among women, with estimates suggesting that approximately 75% of women will experience a vaginal yeast infection at least once in their lifetime. Recurrent candidiasis, defined as having four or more yeast infections per year, affects approximately 5-8% of women. Candidiasis infections can occur at any age, but they are more common during the reproductive years, typically between the ages of 15 and 50. Certain factors can increase the risk of candidiasis in women. Candidiasis can cause discomfort and adversely impact a woman's quality of life. Symptoms such as itching, burning, vaginal discharge, and pain during sexual intercourse can significantly affect daily activities and emotional well-being. 

Early diagnosis and timely treatment often eliminate if not completely any discomfort in condition. Many interventions exist to help women with this fungal infection, but information about medical and natural remedy are often limited and this book seek to address it.

CHAPTER 1

ANATOMY OF THE VAGINA

THE VAGINA IS THE TUBE that extends from the vulva to the cervix and is both elastic and muscular. The outer vaginal opening is normally partly covered by a membrane called the hymen while the upper end the cervix (neck of the womb) bulges into the vagina. The vagina allows for menstrual blood to flow out, sexual intercourse and childbirth

The difference between vagina or vulva 

What is a Vulva? The Vulva is the entire external female genitalia inner and outer labia, clitoris, clitoral hood, mons, vestibule and urethral and vagina openings. This part of the anatomy gets called lots of funny names: vajayjay, muff, coochie, crotch, “down there,” and often it gets confused with the vagina the stretchable passage that leads to the cervix and uterus and is involved in menstruation, intercourse, pregnancy and delivery.

Because the vulva and vagina are hidden, they can seem mysterious, confusing and even shameful. Let’s eliminate the mystery. Your vulva and vagina can be the source of much pleasure and it is a good idea to get to know them and all their wonders.

Don’t be shy! Get to know your body! Look at your Vulva! Stand or sit over a mirror and take a good look. Examining the Vulva is healthy; it gets you familiar and comfortable with your unique body and all its parts.

Labia: The word labia means lips in Latin. The outer labia are two folds of skin and fatty tissue which are the colour of your skin or a bit darker. They are covered in pubic hair after puberty and surround the rest of the vulva. They can be large or small, short or long and, like breasts, can be two different sizes. They swell during arousal and are often very sensitive.

The inner labia are also sensitive and swell during arousal. These are the folds of skin that go from the clitoral hood to below the vaginal opening. They can vary in colour from pink to purple to brown to black, depending on your skin colour. Like nipples, inner labia can change colour with maturity and pregnancy. Sometimes the labia minora extend past the labia majora and sometimes they are inside. They too, can be two different sizes and lengths.

The Vagina, the Hymen and Virginity 

The Vagina is the stretchable passage that leads to the cervix and uterus and is involved in menstruation, pregnancy and delivery. It is often called the birth canal because it is through the vagina that the fetus is pushed out of the body during childbirth. It is also the way menstrual fluid leaves the body and where the penis is inserted during heterosexual intercourse. The vagina often has a piece of skin or tissue at the opening which is called a hymen. At birth some vaginas have hymens that totally cover the vaginal opening, some have so little tissue that it seems they have no hymen at all and others are in between.

The hymen can stretch open or tear at first sexual intercourse, during masturbation, when inserting a tampon or during activities such as sports. Sometimes it may bleed. Many people and cultures question virginity when a hymen is not intact and the vagina does not bleed at first intercourse. However, this is problematic when some vaginas have little or no hymen at birth, or activities other than sexual activity tear the hymen. Therefore, many people believe virginity does not rely on the hymen and bleeding but on whether or not a person has engaged in sexual intercourse.

Clitoris: The clitoris is located beneath the point where the inner labia meet and has its own hood to protect it. The clitoris may seem and look small (approximately the size of a pea) but this is because the majority of the clitoris is hidden beneath the skin of the vulva. With arousal the clitoris becomes stiff and swollen just like a penis (but not as large and visible). But unlike the penis, the clitoris is designed only for pleasure. The clitoris is the pleasure centre of the vulva. It does not have a central role in intercourse and reproduction like the vagina. 

The clitoris is there to make you feel good! Every clitoris will have a different sensitivity level. It is filled with thousands of nerve endings (6000 – 8000 to be exact). This allows it to be the cause of intense pleasure but for some it can be too sensitive to touch directly. Often stimulation around the clitoris is enough for great pleasure and orgasm. It is important to communicate to your partner(s) how you like to be touched.

Your Vulva and Vagina should not be mysterious to you. They are wonderful parts of your anatomy both strong and delicate, and they deserve to be taken care of properly and with respect!

CHAPTER 2

VAGINAL SECRETIONS

MANY PEOPLE WITH VAGINAS wonder about their vaginal secretions. They wonder about what they see in their underwear, what they feel and see when wiping, what they see on pads, panty-liners, tampons and in Diva Cups. They wonder about the smell. They want to know if it is natural and normal.

Vaginal secretions are influenced by the amount of estrogen and progesterone circulating through the body. You always have these hormones but their levels rise and fall depending on where you are in your menstrual cycle. Hormonal methods of birth control introduce a steady level of estrogen and progesterone daily so that normal variations of the cycle are overridden and there are no cyclical variations in the cervical mucus.

This table shows the relationship between the menstrual cycle hormones and vaginal secretions. It is important to remember that not all cycles are exactly the same. Your cycle may vary from this example.

––––––––
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	Cycle Day

	Estrogen

	Progesterone

	Secretions


	1-7

	Low

	Very low

	Menstrual flow begins & ends, few secretions,

dryness


	8-13

	Rises and peaks

	Very low

	Secretions

increase


	14-16

	Drops sharply

	Starts to rise

	Ovulation,

maximum clear mucus


	17-25

	Second small rise

	Peaks

	Secretions thicken and may turn

yellowish


	26-1

	Drops slowly

	Drops rapidly

	Secretions

diminish



SECRETIONS ARE USUALLY white or clear. Sometimes they can be slippery or sticky. Sometimes people call them discharge. It is the sign of a healthy vagina. There may also be a faint odour which may change depending on where you are in your menstrual cycle. This odour is also natural.

There is another type of secretion called lubrication, which makes the vagina feel slippery and wet. There is also a fluid which comes from the urethra of some people when they are sexually aroused. It is called ejaculate.

When vaginal secretions are a different colour or have a strong or different odour, it may be the sign of an abnormal secretion or infection and it is recommended you see a health care provider.

Vaginal secretions can be made up of:

	Oil and sweat from oil and sweat glands in the vulva

	Secretions from the Bartholin’s and Skene’s glands

	Moisture that comes through the vaginal walls

	Cells shed from the vaginal walls

	Mucus from the cervix

	Fluid from the fallopian tubes and uterus

	Products from bacteria that live in the vagina

	Salt water (the physiologic saline that makes up most bodily fluids)


Normal Vaginal Secretions

All women have a vaginal discharge. The amount varies from woman to woman. It is sometimes heavier, sometimes lighter, and sometimes you won’t notice it at all. Menopausal women often notice that they have less vaginal discharge. It also depends on where a woman is in her menstrual cycle and whether she is using hormonal contraception. The discharge keeps the vagina healthy, but sometimes it changes in a way that causes problems.

Mucus

Mucus is made in the cervix. At certain times this mucus is slippery, wet and stretchy. This happens before an egg is released from an ovary (ovulation), making it easier for sperm to swim through the cervix and fertilize the egg. Before
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CHAPTER 3

THE VAGINA AND VULVA ENVIRONMENTAL BARRIERS















	Itching, burning or soreness around the vaginal area 

	An increase in the amount of vaginal discharge or an unusual or unpleasant smell 

	Pain on passing urine 

	painful intercourse



CHAPTER 4

YEAST INFECTION OR CANDIDIASIS 













	Vaginal itching; 

	Vaginal discharge that is often white, thick, clumpy and odourless 

	Red, irritated and/or swollen skin around the opening of the vagina 

	Painful sexual intercourse; or 

	Pain or burning when you urinate. 
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CHAPTER 5

BACTERIAL VAGINOSIS AND TRICHOMONIASIS







	There may be no symptoms at all

	Increase in vaginal discharge, discharge is grey-white and milk-like

	Fishy odour

	Burning or pain when urinating



	increased likelihood of developing Pelvic Inflammatory Disease (PID)

	Increased risk of pregnancy complications if you have BV when you are pregnant such as premature delivery

	It can affect fertility

	Increased rate of abnormal Pap tests
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CHAPTER 6

HOW TO KEEP THE VAGINA AND VULVA HEALTHY

	Some precautions can be helpful to reduce vaginal irritation such as avoiding soaps and perfumed toiletries, excessive washing, douching, harsh chemicals (avoid biological laundry detergents and fabric conditioners) and synthetic underclothes.

	Use water and a gentle non soap-based wash

	Favour cotton underclothes, white or light underwear, white toilet paper and white towels as these contain the least chemicals so are less harsh on the skin. Dark underwear often has the highest amount of dyes which can irritate the vulval skin and vagina.

	Go knicker free when you can, especially at night to air the genital area, as increased heat, moisture and chafing are perfect settings for infections such as thrush to take hold.

	Change out of sweaty gym clothes and swimsuits as soon as you can as this may worsen vaginal soreness and discomfort.

	Using feminine wipes, most soaps, not washing the chlorine off after swimming and sweating on long walks can all worsen symptoms.

	Long courses of antibiotics can strip the vulva and vaginal barrier of healthy bacteria, so women need to be doubly strict about their genital hygiene in such situations.

	You should increase the intake of natural prebiotics (berries, apple cider vinegar, pickled vegetables) that encourage the growth of healthy vaginal bacteria in these situations.

	You should consider taking a prophylactic anti thrush medication if you know you are prone to thrush after a course of antibiotics.

	Use period pants or material pads, unbleached organic sanitary ware or the menstrual cup during periods to reduce vaginal sensitivity from commercial, often harsh chemical laden pads and tampons. This helps reduce plastic waste as well.

	Ensure you and your partner have an STI check before becoming sexually intimate.


	Consider the HPV cervical cancer vaccine that help prevent the majority of cervical cancers even if above the age 18. Talk to your doctor if unsure. You still need to have regular smear checks.

	Avoid sex while undergoing treatment for infections as you maybe sore. It is best to wait until the infection clears up. Use a condom to avoid passing it on.

	Eating an anti-inflammatory whole food plant based (WFPB) diet helps in improving the vaginal microbiome, aiding the growth of good bacteria.

	Eat a diet rich in fruits, vegetables, legumes, beans and whole grains and avoid foods such as fruit juices, oils, junk or ultra-processed foods and animal products (dairy, eggs, fish, chicken, red meat). The closer one is to eating whole plants foods, the more benefits women will see in their general health and vaginal health.


	Not all bugs are bad. Prebiotics such as fruit and vegetables encourage the growth of healthy gut and vaginal bacteria and helps keep away candida (thrush) and other bacterial infections.

	Consider a high-quality probiotic if still getting infections despite taking all precautions.

	Sometimes it’s not vaginal thrush at all but other conditions so seek medical advice if symptoms don’t clear up.

	Consider non perfumed emollients and water based or non-silicone, pH-balanced lubricants during sex to prevent skin splitting and to keep the vagina moisturised.

	If using condoms, check the market as there are condoms available for sensitive skin

	Consider the use of vaginal dilators to maintain stretch and elasticity of the vaginal opening

	Consider local vaginal oestrogen in the menopause in the absence of contraindications to help with vaginal atrophy. You will need the advice of your doctor for this.

	Explore treatment options to improve vaginal elasticity (laser treatment). This may be particularly helpful for those who can’t use oral or vaginal oestrogens.

	Never douche - except if it is specifically prescribed by a doctor to treat an infection. Douching increases your risk of vaginal irritation. A healthy vagina does not need a vaginal deodorant


	Wash underwear in hot water and pure soap and double rinse to make sure any irritants are removed before you wear them

	Always wipe from the front to the back after going to the toilet since this stops bowel organisms being swept into the vagina. Don’t use perfumed toilet paper because it can cause irritation.







	After urinating, wipe once. Wipe front to back. Wiping back to front can bring bacteria from your bowel movement and anus into the vulva and vagina 


	Avoid shaving or waxing the vulva, especially in the midline. The hair is there to protect you from irritants and infections. 


	Urinate immediately after intercourse and whenever you feel the urge. This will help prevent urinary tract infection (UTI). 











	Wash your hands before and after touching your own or someone else’s genitals. 

	Try to pee before and right after having sex or using sex toys. 

	Do not switch fingers, toys or a penis between the anus and your vagina. 

	Do not share sex toys. Follow directions for proper cleaning. 

	Change condoms between anal and vaginal sex.














CHAPTER 7

HOW TO REDUCE THE CHANCES OF GETTING A SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED INFECTIONS




	Check the condom package for damage. Do not use a condom that has been damaged. 

	Check the expiry date. Do not use a condom that is outdated. 

	Carefully open the package so that the condom does not tear. Do not use a condom that has been torn. 

	Keep condoms away from sharp objects such as rings, studs, or piercings. 

	Store condoms at room temperature. 

	A new condom should be used every time you have sex. Do not reuse condoms. 

	Do not use 2 condoms at once. 

	Use only water-based lubricants with male latex condoms. Oil-based lubricants, such as petroleum jelly, lotion, or baby oil can weaken and destroy latex. 

	Water or oil-based lubricant may be used with polyurethane condoms. 

	Use only condoms that are made of latex or polyurethane (plastic). Latex condoms and polyurethane condoms are the best types of condoms to use to help prevent pregnancy and STIs. (Animal skin condoms can help prevent pregnancy but don’t work as well as latex or polyurethane condoms to prevent STIs.)
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