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Banish the

black dog
The experience of depression is different for each
person, but overwhelmingly it is marked by intense
hopelessness, emptiness, and despondency. Thankfully,
natural medicine can help, writes Tania Flack.

T

HE author J.K Rowling has described
depression as the most unpleasant thing she has
ever experienced. “It is that absence of being able
to envisage that you will ever be cheerful again.
The absence of hope. That very deadened feeling,
which is so very different from feeling sad. Sad
hurts but it’s a healthy feeling. It is a necessary
thing to feel. Depression is very different.”
Unless you have first-hand experience of this
disease, it is difficult to fathom the depth of its
reaches and its ability to change every aspect of a
person’s life. For some people, these feelings develop
slowly over time, while for others depression can
strike like a bolt out of the blue. Some people
live with a low level of mood disturbance for
many years, while others can become paralysed
by its effects and are unable to work, maintain
relationships or even care for themselves.
Depression is common in Australia, affecting
approximately one in every seven people at some
point in their life. It is the primary cause of nonfatal disability, costing the economy approximately
$12.6 billion per year, and accounting for up to six
million working days of lost productivity. Sadly, in

severe cases, depression can lead to
suicide and every day at least six
Australians die and a further 30
people will attempt to take their
own life. In fact, Australians are
more likely to die from suicide
than skin cancer, and it is the
leading cause of death for young
people aged 15-24.
Thanks to the bravery of highprofile Australians such as Magda
Szubanski, Ian Thorpe, Jessica
Rowe and Buddy Franklin and the
fantastic work of organisations
such as Beyond Blue, The Black Dog Institute,
Headspace and RU OK day, we are starting to raise
awareness and decrease the stigma associated with
mental health problems, such as depression.

St John’s wort is
clinically proven
to be as effective
as pharmaceutical
antidepressants,
with a lower risk of
adverse effects.

Understanding the causes

It’s important to note that there are many different
types of depression and they each have their own
unique set of contributing factors. We know that
genetics and stress increase the risk of developing
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❃ Symptoms of
depression
Emotional
Sadness; hopelessness;
poor self-esteem; pessimism;
indecisiveness; despondent;
low motivation; feeling isolated;
irritability; tearfulness

Physical
Fatigue; disturbed sleep;
headaches; difficulty
concentrating; gut disturbance;
lowered libido; changes in
appetite; significant weight loss
or gain; poor immune function;
muscle aches and pains

depression, but this is only part of the story.
Fundamentally, depression is a brain disease caused
by significant shifts in neurochemistry, which is partly
influenced by complex changes in other systems.
MRI imaging has identified changes in the
hippocampus, an area of the brain involved
in emotion and memory. The hippocampus
in depressed people tends to be much smaller
than average, especially in people who have had
depression over many years. Stress is thought to be
a major trigger for neuronal loss in this area of the
brain. As people recover from depression, this area
of the brain regenerates back to normal volume.
Other contributing factors include
inflammation, neurotoxicity, methylation

problems and nutritional deficiencies. Hormonal
factors at puberty, childbirth and menopause can
increase the risk for women. As the brain ages
we are less resilient to biochemical changes, and
depression can be common amongst the elderly.
Personality type can also be a predisposing factor
and traits such as perfectionism can increase
stress, which can in turn lead to depression.

Seeking treatment

People with depression often delay seeking help
due to the perceived stigma attached to mental
health problems. Research shows that early
intervention can speed recovery, so if you feel that
depression is setting in the message is - get help
early. Natural medicines are most effective during
the early stages of depression; it really equates to
‘a pinch of prevention is worth a pound of cure’.
Just as there is a complex array of contributing
factors in the development of depression, there
must be a broad range of supports in place to
assist full recovery. It is crucial that people
with depression seek assistance from a team
of health professionals, including a doctor,
psychologist and natural therapist. A coordinated
approach to treatment will ensure that every
aspect of depression recovery is being addressed.
Some people have a great response to natural
antidepressant therapy while others may require
extra medical treatment. In this case, natural
therapies can be used alongside pharmaceutical
medicines, but it is very important that these
are professionally prescribed, as some natural
medicines cannot be taken with antidepressants.

Natural antidepressants

St John’s wort: This herb is best known
for its potent antidepressant activity, which has
been demonstrated in numerous clinical trials to
be as effective as pharmaceutical antidepressants
in the treatment of mild to moderate depression,
with a lower risk of adverse effects. It also exerts
anti-anxiety effects and is especially useful for
depressed patients suffering from anxiety.
St John’s wort has a unique range of actions
and its constituents act as non-selective reuptake
inhibitors for various neurotransmitters including
serotonin, noradrenaline, dopamine, gammaaminobutyric acid (GABA) and l-glutamate. St
John’s Wort should be professionally prescribed;
it cannot be taken with standard antidepressants
and may interact with other medications.
5-Hydroxy tryptophan (5HTP):
Problems with the production or activity of the
neurotransmitter serotonin is thought to be a major
cause of depression. In the 1970s, scientists began
experimenting with the amino acid precursors to
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serotonin, nutritional building blocks that the body
uses to produce the neurotransmitter. Repeated
clinical trials have demonstrated that 5HTP,
a direct precursor to serotonin, has significant
antidepressant activity. Several studies have shown
it to be as effective as standard selective serotonin
reuptake inhibitors (SSRI) antidepressants, without
any of the usual side effects.
5HTP remains one of the front line depression
treatments for natural therapists today. It is
generally well tolerated and can produce significant
antidepressant effects. It is contraindicated for
use with standard antidepressants and must be
professionally prescribed.
S-Adenosylmethionine (SAMe):
SAMe is an amino acid that is required for
the production and maintenance of several
neurotransmitters including serotonin,
noradrenalin and dopamine. Routinely
prescribed in Europe for nearly 30 years, many
randomised controlled clinical trials show that
SAMe is a safe and effective antidepressant.
Under professional supervision, SAMe
can be used in conjunction with standard
medication to enhance antidepressant effects.
It can minimise common side effects, such
as sexual dysfunction, and has been shown
to improve libido and erectile function in
men taking antidepressant medication. SAMe
can also improve memory-related cognitive
symptoms in people with depression.

Nutrition essentials

A varied wholefood diet is crucial, as nutritional
deficiencies are strongly linked to poor stress
tolerance and depression. Main nutrients to
focus on include:
Omega 3 essential fatty acids: Found
predominantly in oily fish and seafood;
omega 3 fats are an important nutrient for
brain and nervous system health. People
with depression have decreased omega 3 fats,
particularly docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), in
their cell membranes and brains. Omega 3 fats
protect the brain via an anti-inflammatory
action and promote healthy neurotransmitter
signalling by maintaining cell membranes.
They are beneficial in depression, improve
the antidepressant effects of medication, and
minimise negative side effects.
Folate and B12: These B group vitamins,
found in green leafy vegetables and red meat
respectively, play an important role in brain and
nervous system health. These nutrients indirectly
facilitate the production of serotonin, dopamine

Australians are more likely to die from suicide
than skin cancer, and it is the leading cause of
death for young people aged 15-24.
and norepinephrine and studies show that
supplementing with L-methylfolate, an activated
form of folate, enhances the efficacy of both
SSRIs and SNRI (serotonin and norepinephrine
re-uptake inhibitors) type antidepressants.
Magnesium: Found in nuts, seeds, red
meat, whole grains and green leafy vegetables,
magnesium is essential to brain and nervous
system health. It is specifically indicated where
anxiety is involved and significantly improves
sleep, agitation and irritability in people suffering
from depression. It also plays a role in cellular
energy production and supplementing with
magnesium helps to improve energy.
Zinc: Found in oysters, nuts and seeds, zinc is
abundant in many areas of the brain (particularly
the hippocampus) and acts as a structural
component of many proteins
important for brain health.
People with depression have
been found to have low blood
zinc levels and supplementing
with zinc has been shown to improve
depression in clinical trials and animal
studies. Zinc also improves the response to
standard antidepressants.
Tania Flack is a respected naturopath specialising
in women’s health and hormonal disorders.
www.taniaflack.com

❃ Essential checklist
To help someone with depression:
• Let them know you’ve noticed changes
in their mood
• Suggest they seek professional help
• Help them organise appointments
• Encourage them to talk to family and
trusted friends
• Encourage healthy diet and getting
enough sleep
• Organise regular walks
• Discourage them from using alcohol
and other drugs
Useful therapies
• Exercise
• Counselling
• Cognitive behavioural therapy
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• Meditation
• Mindfulness
• Yoga
• Aromatherapy
Support and resources
If you, or someone you love are suffering
from depression, help is available:
• Lifeline - 131114,
www.lifeline.org.au
• Beyond Blue - 1300 224 636,
www.beyondblue.org.au
• Black Dog Institute www.blackdoginstitute.org.au
• RUOK - www.ruok.org.au
• Headspace (youth mental health) www.headspace.org.au

