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	The benefits of beets - both roots and greens - are manifold, and the simple beet is more popular than ever. Beets continue to become more mainstream, and a variety of beet preparations - beet juices, beet chips, pickled beets, beet hummus, and fermented beet products are increasingly prevalent in the supermarket aisles. Beet roots are not only a great source of fiber, folate, potassium, manganese, vitamin C, and iron, they also contain polyphenols, phytosterols, and are abundant in nitrates, all of which have been shown to protect the heart. 
	Beets come in many varieties: white, yellow, pink, spiraled red and white, and of course, the traditional and most commonly seen Beta vulgaris L., or red beet root (1). It is this variety of beet which has been studied most.
	The pigments which make Beta vulgaris L. that unmistakable, gorgeous, deep red color are called betalains, which are polyphenols (natural chemicals which have antioxidant properties (2)). Recent studies have shown that betalains can lower cancer risk and/or slow cancer progression (3, 4, 6). Belatains have also been shown to be anti-inflammatory agents which can lower risk of many chronic diseases and contribute to overall optimal health (6). A specific form of betalain called betanin - which is abundant in red beet roots - protects LDL cholesterol from oxidation, consequently reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease (3,5). Red beets also contain phytosterols, chemical structures found in plants very similar to cholesterol, which can help lower the body's cholesterol levels by promoting cholesterol excretion, also decreasing risk of cardiovascular disease. 
	Beets can also help with blood pressure. Beet roots contain a significant number of nitrates (NO3) which can be converted to nitrites (NO2) and further converted to nitric oxide (NO) in the body. Nitric oxide signals blood vessels to dilate, thereby lowering blood pressure (8,9,11). Clinical studies and meta analyses have repeatedly found that ingesting beets causes a significant decrease in both systolic and diastolic blood pressure as well as increased dilation of blood vessels. (6, 7,10,11,13).  
	Higher levels of nitrites are associated with increased physical activity endurance (6), and beet root ingestion has specifically been linked to improved running performance (15) and aerobic endurance (17). Since exercise is the very best way to protect your heart, endurance adds to nitrates' cardio-protective effects. 
	As previously mentioned, beet roots are an excellent source of potassium, a macronutrient needed for muscle contractions, therefore essential for a healthy 
heartbeat. Potassium is a main component of the Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet and is readily recommended to patients with hypertension. Potassium also helps the body void excess sodium through urine and reduces tension in blood vessels. Both mechanisms reduce blood pressure and contribute to a happy, healthy heart (12). 	

HOW TO ENJOY THE BENEFICIAL BEET
	No matter how you slice, dice, shred, or juice them, beets are hard to beat! To get the most out of beets, raw beet root juice has been shown to have the most beneficial effects with all their nutrients intact (13). If you don't like raw beets, don't fret. Cooked, fermented, or pickled beets retain much of their nutritious value, although some of the nitrites and other nutrients may be lost during preparation (13, 18, 19, 20). Canned and pickled beets likely contain high amounts of sodium, so if it's heart health you're after, these choices should be limited. Current research shows little difference in chemical composition between organic and conventional beet roots (16), so that choice is up to you.
	Whichever variety you choose, be warned that beet pigments are also an excellent dye. They'll stain your hands (and everything else), so wearing gloves is a good idea. If your urine turns red after eating beets, don't worry! This is a common after-effect of beet ingestion called beeturia (21). 
	And don't forget the beet greens, which are also exceptional for your health, but that's another story for a different day.
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