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When Tanya Swetta, a Dubai 
resident, suffered from 
stomach and backaches 
and grew weaker by the day, 

doctors kept saying that it was stress-relat-
ed but she knew something else was going 
on. On a trip to India, she tested positive 
for lactose and gluten intolerance. A doc-
tor in Dubai also found an inflammation in 
her stomach. She has now undergone treat-
ment but is still unable to consume gluten 
and lactose products.

A growing number of people in the 
UAE are being tested for food intolerance, 
which occurs when the body cannot digest 
a food or food component properly. 

Dr. Maria Ridao Alonso at the Dubai 
Herbal & Treatment Centre says, “I started 
doing food intolerance testing in Dubai 
about 10 years ago. At that time, initially, it 
would be 10 to 20 a month. Now, on an av-
erage, I do around 70 food intolerance tests 
per month on new patients. This number 
has been almost stable for the last year.”
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food. Therefore, in this part of the world, I 
have seen intolerance to honey and dates,” 
he adds.

Many people confuse food allergy and 
food intolerance, but the two are totally 
different.

A food allergy is an immune system re-
sponse regardless of digestion, and food 
that causes allergy should be completely 
avoided. Food intolerance, on the other 
hand, is just that you are not able to properly  

Food intolerance is caused when the 
digestive system does not break down and 
digest a certain food properly. This creates 
bloating, gas, wind, discomfort and other 
digestive challenges simply because there 
are undigested food particles in places 
where there shouldn’t be, like your small 
intestine. It can also lead to fatigue, weight 
gain, skin issues (acne, rashes), headaches 
and hormonal imbalances.

According to Laura Holland, a nutri-
tionist and well-being and weight loss 
coach with clients in Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai, to identify food intolerance, you 
need to monitor your digestive health. Are 
you regularly bloated, have upset stomach, 
constipation or diarrhoea, wind, gas or 
feelings of lethargy? Even disturbed sleep 
and hormonal imbalances can be a sign of 
food intolerance. “It is important to know 
that the body will not always react instant-
ly; often, there is a time lag between eat-
ing a food and the symptoms; however, for 
other people, it can be instantaneous. The 
trick is to listen and become very conscious 
of your own body,” she adds.

Food intolerance is usually caused by 
dairy, gluten (a protein component which 
is found in wheat and related grains), 
eggs, yeast, sugar and caffeine. Some 
fruits and vegetables also figure 
in the intolerance list, says Dr. 
Chandy George, Ayurveda Con-
sultant, Balance Wellbeing 360. 
“Many times, food intolerance 
also crops up because someone 
has too much of that specific 
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digest and the undigested food in your sys-
tem causes the problem.

Food intolerance is often caused by eat-
ing a specific food too frequently which 
overloads your system so your digestion is 
not able to fully break it down. “Once you 
identify the food and eliminate it for three 
months, many people find that they can re-
introduce it very slowly and tolerate it well 
as long as they only have it once or twice 
per week maximum, not daily,” Holland 
says. Strengthening your digestion is also 
key, but you can only do this by eliminating 
food that is causing you harm, she adds.

According to Chandy, ayurveda can of-
fer many recommendations to improve 
digestion and eliminate the build-up of 
impurities, which is due to intolerance, 
and reduce blockage of circulation to tis-
sues. Yoga asanas and postures improve 
digestion and ayurveda massages with heat 
treatments can help relieve symptoms.

Living with food intolerance can be very 
difficult. Swetta, who now writes a blog on 
her health condition called Begone, Gluten! 
says she has to have her meals prepared 
very carefully as cross-contamination is a 
serious issue. She has to check the ingre-
dients of everything. “Someone once pre-
pared a meal for me with ‘safe’ ingredients 
and I ended up with terrible stomach dis-
tress and backaches that lasted a few days. 
I went back and checked each of the ingre-
dients myself and found out that the asa-
foetida used was a processed one that had 
wheat added to it! That explained it all. 

“Not all ingredients are listed some-
times. Some ingredients are derived from 
wheat, but the label doesn’t identify the 
source which makes it a big problem. I 
even have to use gluten-free make-up prod-
ucts,” she adds.

With children, even though making 
the changes is an extra effort, it is essen-
tial that you do so because a child’s system 
is very sensitive, and continuously giving 
them food that their body is reacting to 
will severely weaken their system and im-
munity as they grow, says Holland. Luckily 
you can now get good alternatives to the 
main offenders such as wheat and dairy, 
e.g. wheat-free breads and cookies, and al-
mond, coconut and rice milk. A registered 
dietician can also help ensure that you are 
not missing out on nutrients from your 
diet when food changes and substitutes are 
introduced due to intolerances.
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Eating out is a problem for those suf-
fering from food intolerance. Swetta says, 
“Everytime I am dining out, I have to keep 
asking the chef about each ingredient in 
the dish and how it will be prepared.”

Thankfully, there are now more and 
more restaurants offering gluten-free and 
dairy-free alternatives. There are also some 
shops that offer a variety of gluten-free 
products such as the organic supermarket 
and Ripe. Chef Sumeet Gard, Head Chef at 
Balance Café, says, “If you look through our 
menu at Balance Café, we specify dishes 
that are gluten-free or those that include 
potential allergens to avoid any discomfort 
for our guests. A number of restaurants are 
doing the same these days and, often, while 
making a booking, one can specify food al-
lergies and intolerances.”

If you suffer from food intolerance, 
when eating out, always stick to plain food 
like grilled fish or meat, potato or rice and 
steamed vegetables, where hidden ingredi-
ents are unlikely, and stay away from sauc-
es, curries and other mixed food. When 
eating away from home, it is important to 
explain your situation and special needs to 
your host or food server. If necessary, ask 
to speak to the chef or manager of a café or 
restaurant.

The best way to deal with food intoler-
ance is to listen to your body. Keep a food 
journal and log your daily food intake with 
symptoms, to find patterns. Eat organic 
and raw food whenever possible and do 
your own research. Do an elimination diet 
to find out what suits you well. Look into 
different diets to find one or a combination 
that works for you. Get your tests done, but 
if the tests come out negative yet your body 
is telling you something else, trust your 
body. Join support groups online and don’t 
be afraid to ask questions.

Some UAE restaurants that cater  
to people with food intolerance

77 Veggie
Aprons and Hammers

Asado
Balance Café

Blossom Sweets
Blue Grill

Boccaccio
Bord Eau

Carluccio’s
Certo

Chamas
Choices

Coco Yogo
Comptoir 102

CuiScene
Daintree Food

Etoiles Restaurant
Frankie’s Italian Restaurant & Bar 

Hakkasan
Hoi An

Lime Tree Café
Mango Tree
Naked Pizza

Omnia Gourmet
Organic Foods and Café

Outback Steakhouse
P.F. Chang’s
Park Central

Ruth’s Chris Steak House
Sevillos

The Social Hub Café 
Sofra bld

Spaccanapoli 
Sweet Connection

The Cycle Bistro
The Farm

The Ivy
Ushna
Zuma


