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Want to become the leanest, meanest and fittest version of 
yourself? The key to going from just being good at your 
chosen sport to being great could be lying on your plate. 
B y Yi-Hwa Hanna
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We get it—loads of people are 
proudly on the #TrainToEat 
bandwagon. But at the core of 
it, food is how we fuel our 
bodies, and whether you’re 
simply looking to do better at 
your favourite sport or training 
at an athlete’s level, fuelling 
your body correctly with the 
right nutrition for that 
particular sport can help take 
your performance to the next 
level—and looking at your food 
as fuel rather than as a reward 
could be the key to unlocking 
your best body ever, in terms of 
performance and the way it 
feels, as well as the way it looks. 
While we’d always suggest 
talking to a nutritionist and 
coach to fi nd out what your 
body specifi cally needs, here 
are some tips from the pros to 
get you on the right track… 

SWIMMING
We hear it all the time: “I love 
swimming, but I get so hungry 
afterwards!”—and there’s good 
reason for that. Aside from the 
fact that swimming in a cold 
pool means that your body has 
to work harder on regulating its 
temperature—thus using up 
more energy and leaving you 
hungrier—this full-body sport 
requires much more energy 
than the average person might 
realise. “Since swimming is a 
non-weight-bearing exercise, 
training volume is usually 
considerably higher than in 
weight-bearing sports. An 
international-level swimmer 
training for 4-7 hours a day may 
need to consume 8,000-9,000 
calories a day to meet their 
daily energy requirements, 
[while] nutrition for a 

recreational swimmer should 
follow similar guidelines to any 
other endurance-based sport,” 
says Eetu Karvonen, Coach for 
the UAE National Swimming 
Team, which is sponsored by 
Speedo. Eetu has been coaching 
for 13 years, after swimming 
competitively for 24 years. He 
is currently working on his PhD 
in Sports Psychology. 

Eetu continues: “Obviously 
glycogen—the body’s reserve of 
carbohydrates—is depleted 
during hard practice and has to 
be replaced. Depending on the 
temperature of the water 
where practice happens, 
electrolytes—most notably, 
sodium, chloride, potassium, 
and magnesium, are lost 
through sweating. Training 
that emphasises sprinting will 
deplete glycogen stores faster 
than endurance training. 
However, since it’s impossible 
to sprint for two hours nonstop, 
the diff erence in volume 
between sprint and endurance 
workouts usually means that 
equal amounts of glycogen are 
depleted.” 

Choosing what to eat before a 
swim can be tricky for the 
uninitiated, particularly since, 
unlike many other sports, your 
body won’t be upright. “The 
optimal pre-workout meal is a 
very individual matter and is 
infl uenced by a variety of 
factors, such as: How many 
meals you had prior, what is 
your hydration status, or 
individual digestion ability. 
Time of the day also matters—
usually breakfast is perceived 
as digesting faster. Since 
swimming is a horizontal 
exercise, most people fi nd that 
even a little bit of food in the 
stomach causes problems,” 
Eetu says. He recommends that 
your last heavy meal is eaten no 
less than 2.5 hours before the 
start of your practice, while a 
small meal consisting of easily 
digestible carbohydrate and 
protein, such as a banana and a 
protein shake, can be eaten 
45-60 minutes before practice. 

Choosing the right kinds of 
nutrients is just as important as 
the amount of food you’re 
consuming. Your protein 

requirements will be higher, 
and Eetu recommends 2g of 
protein per kilogram of body 
weight: “It is enough for 99% of 
athletes and easy to calculate,” 
he says, adding: “Everybody, 
not just athletes, should eat 
more Omega 3-rich foods or 
supplements [in my opinion]. 
However, it’s not enough to add 
Omega 3 into your diet—you 
also need to decrease the 
amount of Omega 6 fatty acids, 
to reach an optimal ratio. 
Usually, experts recommend 
anywhere from a 1:1 to 1:3 ratio 
between Omega 3 and Omega 6 
fatty acids. This has been 
shown to improve various 
health markers and decrease 
systemic infl ammation. Since 
any training stimulus causes 
infl ammation, maintaining a 
proper fatty acid balance is 
even more important to 
regulate infl ammatory 
processes optimally.” Eetu 
suggests both swimmers and 
other athletes maximise their 
intake of whole foods and 
variety. “The more colour that’s 
in your diet, the better,” he says. 
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There can be too much of a 
good thing, though: “Every 
athlete has increased need for 
vitamin C, but the increase is 
probably not as large as 
commonly thought,” Eetu 
explains, adding: “In fact, too 
much vitamin C or any one 
antioxidant can turn into 
pro-oxidant and cause more 
harm than benefi t in the body. 
There is even some evidence 
showing that megadoses of 
vitamin C decrease training 
adaptation. Again, the variety 
of antioxidants is the key. 
Swimmers probably have 
slightly higher requirements 
for vitamin C and other 
antioxidants due to the need to 
detoxify all the toxic gases they 
inhale during their swimming 
workouts. Still, there is no need 
for extremes, and 500mg of 
vitamin C daily is enough.” 

Another factor to remember? 
Just because you’re in the water 

doesn’t mean you’re not going 
to sweat—this can decrease 
your body’s magnesium levels, 
and a majority of coaches will 
recommend upping your 
magnesium intake as you 
increase the amount of exercise 
you do. And even if you’re 
surrounded by water, 
swimmers need to take their 
hydration levels into account, 
just as you would with any 
other sport: “Swimming in 
normal temperature pools 
[actually] lessens the need for 
hydration, as water colder than 
your body temperature cools 
down the body. However, if the 
workout is long enough, or 
done in warmer-than-average 
water, swimmers should 
hydrate during the workout, 
similarly to other sports. If the 
workout is 60 minutes or less 
then water is fi ne, but intense 
sprint or long-distance 
workouts justify the use of 

sports drinks or similar liquids, 
coconut water being one of the 
best choices. For very intense 
workouts, I also recommend 
adding 5-10 grams of BCAA’s 
(branched chain amino acids) 
to reduce protein breakdown.” 

Post-swim cravings are a very 
real battle for many, and Eetu 
says that’s totally ok if you’ve 
had a seriously heavy practice. 
“A leisurely 30 minute swim 
does not consume enough 
glycogen to entitle an ice cream 
feast after practice. But if the 
exercise was suffi  ciently 
intense or long, post-workout 
would be the optimal time to 
consume most of your daily 
carbs. Exercise makes the 
muscle cells more ‘insulin-
sensitive’, which helps to drive 
the carbohydrates into the 
muscles rather than fat storage. 
The best carbs after a workout 
would be considered ‘fast carbs’ 
such as starchy foods like white 

F
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rice and potatoes, or simple 
sugars like honey and fruit. It is 
not optimal to consume high 
amounts of fat post-workout 
since fat slows down carb 
absorption and lowers the 
insulin response, which in this 
case is a positive thing. So, no to 
the French Fries and yes to the 
mashed potatoes! The best 
solution would be liquid meals, 
such as a recovery drink with 
the right ratio of carbs and 
protein. However, any meal 
providing fast-digesting carbs 
and relatively fat-free protein 
works, such as banana, and 
yoghurt or rice and chicken.”

Eetu’s pre-workout favourites 
include protein pancakes made 
from rice, egg whites and 
protein powder topped with 
blueberries. Post-workout, he 
says “everything goes,” but his 
recent favourites have included 
rice pasta with a chicken pesto 
sauce. If you’re looking for 
further expertise in swimming 
at a non-elite level, check out 
Speedo Swim Squads.  

SURFING
Sunshine, waves and beautiful 
beaches—surfi ng is all about 

the laid-back cool, right? Well, 
if you want to really ace it, you 
do still have to pay attention to 
your nutrition. There’s a good 
reason why surfers typically 
have such great physiques—
from paddling out repeatedly 
to catch the perfect break, to 
shredding those waves, this 
full-body sport requires plenty 
of energy and, thanks to all of 
that sun and salt water, it can be 
dehydrating as it is soul-
healing. “It’s always useful to 
try and dissect the nature and 
typical duration of the physical 
activity in your sport. Surfi ng 
can vary tremendously 
according to where you’re 
[doing it] and what the 
conditions are,” says Scott 
Chambers, Founder and CEO 
of Surf House Dubai and an  
ISA Level 2 Surf and SUP 
Instructor and NRL Beach 
Lifeguard with a BSc in Surf 
Science and Technology. 

“Surfi ng a reef break with 
little wind or current can mean 
you have prolonged periods of 
rest and short bursts of higher 
intensity expenditure, whilst 
surfi ng a big windy beach break 
can mean continuous hard 

paddling followed by the same 
bursts of high-intensity 
demands and quick reaction 
times,” Scott explains. As he 
points out, spending that much 
time in the ocean and sun puts 
a diff erent set of demands on 
your body: “Our skin is the 
largest organ in the body and 
being exposed to a highly saline 
solution for several hours at a 
time requires suffi  cient 
rehydration and the 
replenishment of vital sugars 
and salts. I think that’s fi rst and 
foremost in the chain of 
nutritional demands for the 
sport. After that, it’s about 
enough slow carbs to give you 
the endurance for longer 
sessions.” Scott says. 

“Surfi ng is a highly 
demanding physical 
expenditure, focused primarily 
on your shoulders and arms 
paddling thousands of metres 
around the ocean hunting 
down waves, and riding them 
using your legs, core strength, 
and overall balance, with your 
heart rate pumping for 
multiple hours at a time—and 
the energy required for such an 
activity is going to take a lot of 

fuel to sustain.  So this tends to 
result in a large hunger as you 
calm down from this energy 
expenditure when returning in 
from a surf and fi nds most 
surfers starving for a large, 
dense, and fi lling meal to fuel 
back up,” says Zachary Keenan, 
Managing Director of one of 
the world’s top surf resorts, 
Kandui Villas. Zach, who has 
been surfi ng for 30 years, was a 
former US Team member and a 
professional surfer for 15+ 
years while competing on the 
World Surf League Tour in 
international professional 
events around the globe. 

Unlike many other athletes, 
Zach acknowledges that he is 
quite unique in that he prefers 
a predominantly raw and vegan 
diet, eating only whole, 
unprocessed, and organic 
fruits, vegetables, seeds, nuts, 
and sprouts. “Keeping a light 
diet allows me to use more of 
my energy for physical activity 
instead of devoting that energy 
toward the process of digestion.  
I also fi nd a faster recovery time 
after a strenuous surf because I 
don’t force my body to delegate 
so much eff ort toward breaking 
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down heavy foods during 
digestion, and instead provide 
it with lighter natural foods 
that are easy to digest and 
therefore require less time to 
assimilate. I fi nd that before a 
surf, I really prefer to have an 
empty stomach and to not to 
eat much at all, as paddling 
around on your belly and 
arching your back up as your 
paddle really puts pressure on 
the stomach and digestion, and 
having a full stomach is a little 
overwhelming and can make 
you feel sick.  But beyond my 
personal preferences, I fi nd 
that surfers as a whole prefer to 
still eat a relatively light meal 
before a surf due to this reason, 
and then to bulk up with a more 
solid and dense meal after a 
surf during the rest and 
recovery time,” he says. Zach’s 
favourite pre-surf meal is a 
combination of chia seeds 
soaked overnight in coconut 
milk, with some fresh tropical 
fruit sliced in: “It fi lls me up 
nicely while not being too 
heavy or hard to digest, along 
with providing the healthy 
omega oils and protein, and the 
added healthy fats from the 
coconut milk, with the simple 

sugars in the fruit providing 
more immediate energy.  Most 
other surfers that are used to a 
heavier diet might prefer some 
type of oatmeal, muesli, or 
granola, or a peanut or almond 
butter spread on some whole 
grain toast, up to something 
more solid like eggs and hash 
browns or a coconut banana 
pancake, as it all depends on 
each individual’s physiology 
and what suits them best.  
Ideally, it is best to have about a 
half hour window between 
fi nishing your heavier meal and 
getting into the water for a surf, 
in order to allow the body some 
time to digest,” Zach says. 

Scott agrees that a lighter 
meal pre-surf is best, himself 
opting for items like nuts, dates 
and seeds that don’t leave you 
feeling too full or heavy before 
a surf. If he’s going to surf for a 
longer period, however, Scott 
does like to know that he’s fi lled 
up on something more 
substantial, such as eggs, sweet 
potatoes or avocados, given 
that he has enough time to 
digest it fi rst. “It’s interesting 
when looking at the time of day 
you’re surfi ng. Some people 
just don’t get on well with 

eating a larger meal in the early 
morning as it might leave them 
feeling too heavy or sluggish. If 
this is the case for you, I 
recommend something like 
nuts, berries, and coconut 
water,” Scott adds.  

While vitamin D defi ciency is 
rife in our region (and around 
the world, it seems), a surf 
lifestyle does come with a fair 
amount of exposure to the sun, 
and both Scott and Zach agree 
that regardless of how much 
sun protection you wear (be it 
via a rashguard or cream), this 
isn’t likely to be a concern. 
What you do need to worry 
about, however, is making sure 
you stay hydrated enough, 
since all of that time in the salt 
water can leave you parched. 
Both Scott and Zach are fans of 
coconut water for rehydration 
after a surf, and they both also 
agree that it’s probably a good 
idea for surfers and sea-lovers 
in general to top up on foods 
that contain plenty of healthy 
fats and essential oils, to keep 
your skin, hair and beyond 
from drying out. Fortunately, 
these nutrients are easily found 
in many of the best post-surf 
fuel options, which also come 

with a solid boost of energy to 
replace all that you’ve wiped 
out—and both Zach and Scott’s 
surf-centric workplaces feel 
this is so important that they’ve 
even based the menus of their 
food ventures around it. At The 
Surf House Dubai, their cafe 
serves healthy meals from acai 
bowls to global surfer’s 
favourites, while at Kandui 
Villas, they commit themselves 
to a varied menu that utilises as 
much fresh and organic 
produce from their on-site 
greenhouse as possible, with 
everything made from scratch 
and catering to all of their 
guests’ requirements, be they 
vegetarian, gluten-free, 
dairy-free, raw, or otherwise.  

“After a surf I really like what 
I call speed energy sources—
things that give you instant 
replenishment of nutrients in 
an easily digestible form, like 
acai, mangos, dates, or bananas. 
After this I would suggest a 
quality source of protein like 
fi sh, meat or chicken to give 
your body important aminos 
acids. You’re also going to need 
to restore your carbohydrate 
stores too so things like 
buckwheat or wholemeal pasta 
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and rice are great,” Scott says. 
Zach agrees that post-surf 
mealtimes are extremely 
important in terms of recovery: 
“[This is] when everyone is the 
hungriest. I feel that the fi rst 
thing you eat after such an 
intense workout in the surf is 
the most important, as that is 
what will be immediately 
assimilated throughout the 
body after not having any new 
food intake for the previous few 
hours, and it is best to do this 
right away after you come in 
from a surf in order to start the 
recovery process.  I always 
recommend some fruit or a 
smoothie, something 
nutritionally-dense yet still 
easy to digest and assimilate, in 
order to begin the digestive 
process again.  Once your body 
have some fresh nutrients, then 
you can add on more of the 
denser and heavier foods that 
will take longer to break down 
and disperse the energy 
throughout the body.  My 
personal favourite is a hearty 
salad with a variety of additions 
like avocado, sprouts, 
seaweeds, hemp seeds, 
pumpkin seeds, and almonds.  

Some popular favorites are 
Mexican food like beans, rice, 
and guacamole, and Italian 
food like marinara or pesto 
pasta with garlic bread, along 
with some Thai curries with 
rice and veggies.  Hearty, dense, 
and solid meals help to 
replenish the energy stockpile 
to be burned off  on the next surf 
session,” Zach says.  

CIRCUIT TRAINING & 
WEIGHT-LIFTING
Anyone who’s ever heard a 
CrossFitter or weightlifter talk 
about their protein shakes will 
probably assume that that’s the 
most important nutritional 
aspect to their sport—and while 
it is extremely important, since 
it is required for muscle growth 
and recovery, both key aspects 
of these activities, carbs are just 
as important. “It’s probably 
because CrossFitters and 
weight lifters tend to have more 
muscle mass and look more 
jacked that people would 
presume that they only ate 
protein. For optimal 
performance yes, protein is 
required for muscle growth and 
recovery, but not in excess, and 

carbs play a huge role too. 
Timing of protein, carbs and 
fats around training actually 
make a diff erence, and the 
amount you eat is very diff erent 
based on the individual,” says 
Claire Crowley, a CrossFit 
Trainer at Cross Fit Gold Box 
who is also certifi ed in coaching 
FutureFit, Les Mills and 
artistic gymnastics, and holds 
diplomas in nutrition for sports 
performance and weight 
management. “The way your 
body uses energy really 
depends on the time you’re 
training and also to what 
intensity you’re working at. If I 
was going to max out some 
heavy squats or do some 
sprints, my body is going to 
want some readily available 
carbs; however, if I was doing 
some light weight work and 
some longer-distance running, 
my body may be more happy 
with my fat stores,” she adds. 
Ross Hanrahan, Co-Founder 
and Head Trainer of FitLife 
DXB, agrees that protein is 
important, particularly if this is 
your chosen sport: “It’s a 
scientifi c fact that protein is a 
key element required to build 

and regenerate muscle tissue. 
My personal recommendation 
is to try and consume your 
protein as best as you can via 
food intake. This ensures it’s 
digested and absorbed in the 
most natural way possible, 
without putting unnatural 
strain on your organs and 
systems. If you’re still not 
achieving your target intake, 
then a high quality whey isolate 
is an option. As with all 
supplements, they should be 
treated as a guarantee, not an 
alternative to real food,” Ross 
says. Ross, who earned his 
Green Beret as a British Royal 
Marine Commando at age 19, 
specialises in everything from 
outdoor sports to obesity and 
diabetes management. “For 
those stuck on how to 
determine the right level of 
protein intake, BodyBuilding.
com has an awesome protein 
calculator. I wouldn’t worry 
about deviating off -target too 
much though; your body isn’t 
going to suff er if you are slightly 
over or under,” Ross says. 

But when it comes to that 
“essential” post-workout 
protein shake, Ross insists that 
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it’s not as key as people make it 
out to be: “This isn’t true! In 
fact, it’s so far off , it’s ridiculous 
—your body isn’t going to start 
corroding away beause you’ve 
missed the 15 minute deadline. 
As long as you restore your 
proteins and carbs within a few 
hours of training, you’ll be fine. 
If you’re weight training, 
choose simple carbs after, to 
optimise muscle restoration 
and replenishment, along with 
a lean protein. You’ll probably 
be craving sugar after a sweaty 
session, but don’t jump for the 
junk food or protein bars; 
instead, go for real, homemade, 
fresh foods to refuel,” he says. 

Claire agrees that your food 
should contain all that you 
need, and that supplements are 
simply good for convenience. 
She also says that getting some 
calories in 30-40 minutes 
post-workout should suffice. 
She suggests a protein shake 
with a banana, baby food or 
banana pancakes as an 
easy-absorbing option, but also 
says that by that time, she’d be 
looking to eat some “proper 
food and a proper meal” such as 
chicken and sweet potato, 
salmon and brown rice, eggs or 
fruit, with lots of vegetables. 
Like any other sport, hydrating 
properly is essential, and these 
aspects are much more 
important than items like 
pre-workouts: “To me, [these] 
are primarily a psychological 
aid and people can become 
reliant on them,” Ross says, 
continuing: “A supplement is a 
supplement. If you can 
consume it in real food or 
natural form, then your liver 
will thank you for it in the long 
run.” Claire agrees that for an 
average person, these are not 
essential: “It’s nothing an 
espresso can’t do!” she says. 

RUNNING
Anyone who’s ever bashed out a 
10k, let alone a half-marathon 
or marathon, will be able to wax 
poetic about the phenomenon 
simply named “runner’s 
hunger.” It’s no wonder the 
sport unleashes such a massive 
hunger, considering it has 

stood the test of time as one of 
the best, most reliable forms of 
cardio out there—and your 
body seriously needs it after a 
solid run, too, so what better 
excuse is there to fi nally dig 
into all of those glorious carbs 
your body is craving? Yup, if 
you’re a regular runner, experts 
like Samantha Cadwallader, an 
athlete and former Manager for 
running speciality brand 
Newton Running, who is 
currently the Sports Marketing 
Manger for Sport In Life, say 
you can go for it: “Because 
we’ve earned it!” she laughs. 
“You’ll burn way over 3,000 
calories when completing a 
marathon. I completed the 
Boston Marathon in April and 

when I look at my Polar Flow 
activity tracking statics for the 
day, the results are alarming. I 
totally earned more than just a 
piece of that pie—in 8 hours 
and 26 minutes of active time 
tracked, I had 56,603 steps 
counted, 63.94 km measured in 
steps, and 4,342 kilocalories 
burned,” she says. With those 
kinds of numbers, it’s also no 
wonder, then, that runners still 
manage to maintain such lean 
physiques despite consuming 
so much on a regular basis. 

“Traditionally most good 
runners are tall and slender 
and although anyone can run 
—all shapes and sizes—you sure 
don’t want to be carrying excess 
weight (fat or muscle), as it puts 
additional pressure on your 
joints and slows you down—so 
the right nutrition and balance 
of strength training is vital. 
Nowadays, athletes are all 
about fuelling with healthy fats, 
meaning consuming a Low 
Carbohydrate High Fat (LCHF) 
diet as opposed to the 
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traditional high carb diet for 
runners. However, while it’s 
best to see what works well for 
you, distance does come into 
play. For instance, running 
something like a 10k race is 
done entirely on burning carbs, 
but endurance runners are 
more likely to opt for a LCHF 
diet that supports fat burning 
effi  ciency, giving them greater 
stamina. Personally, I have 
always consumed fats and 
struggle to digest bread and 
other carbohydrates, so I tend 
to opt for healthy carbs like 
sweet potato when I do eat 
them. One thing is for sure 
when long-distance running 
though, you want to avoid 
‘hitting the wall’ or spikes in 
your sugar level, so if you’ve 
consumed gels, like GU, during 
a race then maintain using 
them every 45 minutes to an 
hour,” Sam advises.

 Outside of the food, it’s also 
really important to stay 
hydrated, and when you’re on a 
long run, it’s essential to keep 
your hydration levels up. 

“Water is not enough for eff orts 
over one hour and in our hot 
climate. For fl uid 
replenishment, Aqualyte is 
fantastic. It is created for 
consumption in hot weather 
climates, low in sugar content, 
gluten free and maintains 
electrolyte levels that are lost 
through sweat. Otherwise GU 
off ers a wide range of nutrition 
—energy gels, Chews, Roctane 
—and hydration products that 
are specially formulated for 
athletes with the right balance 
of carbs and electrolytes. 
According to GU, a successful 
nutrition plan takes into 
account the amount of calories 
the body can absorb in one 
hour (normally between 
200-400 kcal) together with 
the right balance of 
electrolytes, amino acids, 
carbohydrates and fl uid. 
Usually one gel every 45 
minutes to an hour is suffi  cient 
and around 600ml every hour,” 
Sam says. While longer runs 
require a certain approach, 
sprinting can be a slightly 

diff erent animal�just take it 
from Harriet Stewart, an Area 
Sales Manager at PRG 
Gearhouse who is also a PUMA 
ambassador, and an athlete 
who was recently voted the 
fastest woman in the UAE 
thanks to her epic sprint racing 
abilities. “My training tends to 
consist of shorter runs so my 
energy levels don’t deplete to 
the point where I need snacks 

or energy sachets during a run. 
However, hydration is critical, 
especially given the high 
temperatures during the 
summer monthes. Last year I 
found that at the height of 
summer, water wasn’t enough 
so I also supplemented that 
with isotonic drinks. I also 
made sure that I had consumed 
enough water prior to training 
as it is critical to be well 
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hydrated before training in 
temperatures of 30˚C+,” 
Harriet says. Since Harriet has 
a full-time job outside of her 
training schedule, preparation 
is essential to maintaining good 
nutrition, so she always carries 
a bag of almonds, a banana and 
a litre of water with her just in 
case. “Personally, I have never 
been able to train after eating 
(even something light will give 
me cramp), so I’d generally eat 
protein and vegetables or salad 
about 3-4 hours before an 
evening training session. My 
morning workouts are usually 
at 5am, so I opt for plenty of 
water and maybe a shot of 
espresso to wake me up a little 
bit more,” she says. “I’m 
pleased to say that as a 100m 
sprinter, my race is over in 
seconds, so when I’m at the 
track my energy systems diff er 
to that of a distance athlete. 
The main energy systems my 
body uses to fuel short, intense 
exercise is the ATP system, and 
the phosphocreatine system, 
which last for up to around a 
minute. Our body uses its 
stored creatine to regenerate 
more ATP�the fuel which it 
needs to work. However, our 
bodies only contain a small 
amount of stored creatine, so 
supplementing with extra can 
help to regenerate more ATP 
and provide more energy for 
longer,” she says. After morning 
training, she tends to eat boiled 
eggs and spinach with avocado, 
while in the evenings, she tends 
to eat a white fi sh with lentils, 
brown rice, or quinoa with 
plenty of vegetables. Harriet 
also loves a post-run peanut 
butter on toast: “It’s my guilty 
treat after a hard session and 
when I need a quick intake of 
carbs and calories.” One of 
Harriet’s go-to coaches, Nfaji 
Omarr Kabba, a Performance 
and Athletic Coach and the 
Founder of O-Performance, 
has been running for more than 
25 years himself, having started 
at the age of 12. He specialises 
in sprinting since he loves his 
running to be short, fast and 
explosive, is also affi  liated with 

Puma, and has competed in a 
large number of local and 
international events. Like any 
good coach will tell you, Omar 
also believes that nutrition is 
key when it comes to sport 
performance, and that fi nding 
the right balance of carbs, 
proteins, fats and vitamins is 
key. “A sprinter like me has to 
replace glycogen storage as 
quickly as possible. My main 
source of energy is 
carbohydrates, required for 
short burst, high intensity 
workouts; protein is for muscle 
building and fat is mostly for 
long distance durations,” he 
says. In terms of physiques, 
Omar explains that sprinters 
do a lot of strength training 
compared to long distance 
runners, and states that as the 
reason why they tend to look 
more muscular than long 
distance runners. One thing all 
runners have in common, 
however, is the fact that the 
sport can take a toll on the 
joints: “So additional 
supplementation for bone 
strength is required: 
Magnesium, zinc, omega 3s, 
and multivitamins are needed,” 
he says. Omar recommends 
eating at least 3 hours before a 
workout no matter what it is 
you’re doing, and replenishing 
any lost nutrients within an 
hour afterwards—and he 
strongly cautions against ever 
skipping any meals.  

BOXING
As far as sports that place tough 
demands on your entire body, 
boxing is as fast and furious as 
they come. “Boxing is one of the 
hardest workouts you can put 
your body through. You can be 
incredibly fi t and run a fast 
mile, but when it comes to 
getting through a 3 minute 
round most people fall short. 
You need both endurance and 
power—and you need to ensure 
the fi ghter gets enough of both 
carbs and protein to fuel the 
workout and speed up recovery. 
Another way that boxing diff ers 
from other sports is that it 
often requires that the fi ghter 

maintains lower body weight in 
order to make a lower weight 
category. This can often result 
in crash dieting, dehydrating 
the body and cutting out 
certain food groups, and this 
can result in micronutrient 
defi ciencies,” explains Victoria 
Tipper, a Nutrition , Health and 
Life coach who is a resident  
expert on the hit boxing reality 
TV show Fighting Fit Dubai. 
Much like any other sport that 
requires a lot of energy, boxing 
puts a massive dent in the 
body’s glycogen stores, and, as 
Victoria explains, once that 
depletes, the fi ghters fatigue—
which is why it’s also paramout 
that they replenish them to 
enable speedy recovery and 
fuel their next training session. 
“This is done through 
carbohydrate intake,” Victoria 
says, explaining that the 
amount needed depends on the 
length and intensity of the 
training session. The timing is 
also key, since this will aff ect 
whether the carb intake is used 
as energy or stored for fat, she 
says. “Boxing is also a power 
sport so the individual ideally 
wants to increase muscle mass, 
so they are more likely to knock 
out their opponent. Ensuring 
the athete consumes enough 
protein is vital for muscle 
growth, so a boxer will require 
more protein on a daily basis 
than a pure endurance athlete 

such as a long distance runner 
or swimmer,” she says. B 
vitamins are another nutrient 
to take note of: “[They] play a 
vital role in converting protein 
and carbs into energy, so a 
defi ciency can result in poor 
performance. The B vitamins 
also help to repair and produce 
red blood cells which carry 
oxygen around the body, 
including the muscles. Good 
sources include whole grains, 
dark green vegetables, nuts and 
animal and dairy products,” 
Victoria says. Finally, there’s 
vitamin D: Not only does it 
maintain our immune system, 
muscles and energy 
production, Victoria explains 
that higher vitamin D levels 
have been linked to increased 
athletic ability. 

While Victoria says the best 
pre- and post-workout meals 
really depend on the individual, 
there are a few base rules an 
aspiring boxer can follow: “You 
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should leave around 2 hours 
between your meal and starting 
the workout. This can cause a 
problem for those working out 
fi rst thing in the morning 
where they won’t have enough 
time to digest their food before 
training. In this case, many fi nd 
that working out in a fasted 
state works for them. The 
addition of a cup of coff ee with 
some coconut oil in it can help 
to boost cortisol levels and the 
medium chain fats in the 
coconut oil off er a great energy 
source. It is wise to make sure 
your evening meal was 
substantial enough to fuel that 
early morning workout. Some 
may benefi t with having a 
small, easily digested snack 
before their morning workout 
such as a piece of fruit. The 
pre- workout meal should 
contain both protein and carbs 
but be lower in fat as fat takes 
longer for the body to digest. 
Good pre workout meals 
include tuna and beans, 
three-ingredient pancakes 
(eggs, banana and cinnamon), 

homemade yoghurt with ½ 
cup berries, omelette with 
black beans, sweet potato with 
chicken, brown rice and turkey 
slices, and rolled oats with 
almond milk and fl ax seeds.
Pre- and post-workout  meals 
should not be further than 3-4 
hours apart for a typical 
training session of 45-90 
minutes,” Victoria says. 

While post-boxing meals are 
similar to the pre-workout 
ones, again, it really depends on 
the type of training. “More 
cardio needs more carbs, and 
more resistance training needs 
more protein. This meal helps 
to rebuild damaged muscles 
and restore energy reserves 
and is considered  a post 
exercise ‘anabolic window of 
opportunity’ so the individual 
can see gains in muscle mass 
and power. The post-workout 
meal is also especially 
important if  exercise is done in 
a fasted state, such as after 
work or before lunch, where 
the last meal was 3-4 hrs or 
more ago.  At least 25g protein 
is advised as soon as possible 

after the workout (within 
20-30 minutes) to reverse the 
catabolic state of exercise and 
to promote muscle growth and 
recovery. Adding carbs to this 
also replenishes glycogen 
stores. If a post-exercise meal is 
not possible, minor pre 
exercise nutrition can also have 
a similar benefi t,” she says. 
Victoria is keen to point out 
that not getting in the right 
amount of carbs and protein 
will result in a lack of energy as 
well as sore muscles the next 
day. Still, you shouldn’t overdo 
it on the carb intake either, 
since this can aff ect your ability 
to stay lean, which can hurt a 
fi ghter’s progress. “Staying lean 
is so important for boxers and 
the best way to do this is to 
manage your carbohydrate 
intake: Specifi cally looking at 
the type of carb, the amount of 
carb and the timing of that carb 
intake. Stick to having low GI 
carbs, limit them to 1-2 
portions and have as part of 
post workout meal within 30 
minutes of training. You also 
need to ensure you get enough 

protein to keep that body 
muscle percentage increasing 
and to keep you lean. At meal 
times when you go low carb, 
add fat to keep you feeling 
fuller for longer and to add 
essential fat soluble vitamins.”

Victoria also adds that 
making sure you avoid foods 
that are high in sugar or have a 
high glycemic index such as 
white rice, bread or pasta, will 
help maintain blood sugar 
levels so you can reduce 
cravings—and one of her 
favourite tricks for reducing 
bloood sugar levels and beating 
cravings? Adding in a little 
cinnamon. Hydration is also 
incredibly important, 
particularly in our hot climates 
and in and outside of a sweaty 
ring. While Victoria personally 
tries to avoid sports drinks as 
they are often full of sugar, she 
likes to make her own by adding 
sea salt to water to replace 
electrolytes, or opting for 
coconut water instead. “Ideally 
we’d get all our nutrients from 
food but often people aren’t 
eating as well as they should or 
they have an increased 
requirement for supplements 
due to putting their body under 
greater stresses, such as 
intense exercise. The main 
supplements I suggest for those 
involved in intense exercise 
include something to reduce 
infl ammation such as a fi sh oil 
or turmeric. Many athletes 
need some extra magnesium as 
the body loses it through sweat 
and many are defi cient to start 
with. [Or] instead of taking a 
magnesium supplement, you 
can soak in an Epsom salt bath 
a few  nights a week. This will 
also be a great way to soothe 
sore muscles after a hard 
training session. Some people 
benefi t with adding some 
BCAA (branched chain amino 
acids) to help with recovery or 
even adding a CLEAN protein 
shake post workout, but this is 
mainly when they are not able 
to have a meal straight after 
exercise,” she says. �
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