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“You should breathe softly,
very softly.”

Dr. Konstantin P. Buteyko (1923—2003)
Physician and scientist
helping an asthmatic gasping for air
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Foreword

by Patrick McKeown

Breathing is a simple and at the same time complex, often misunderstood phenomenon. It has the power to transform our health because good breathing improves circulation, increases oxygen supply to the tissues, dilates the airways and influences the body’s autonomic functions. From the inside out, the breath supports us in all activities and focuses our mind.

Dr. Ralph Skuban has written a compelling book in which he explores breathing to the depth required to pursue a sound practice or to pass the art of breathing on to others. I commend his knowledge, experience, and commitment because he is a pioneer in his quest to explore breathing and has examined its implications far more deeply than is commonly taught. His work has the potential to transform the lives of thousands of people positively for the better.

When breathing is below par, it can be debilitating. Poor breathing contributes to conditions including cold hands and feet, a stuffy nose, blocked airways, snoring, sleep apnea, psychological disorders and heart disease. A sound breathing practice requires an understanding of basic physiology. For instance, it is impor­tant to distinguish the functions of the nose from those of the mouth, the link between the nose and the diaphragm in the breathing process, the critical role of carbon dioxide in the stabilizing of blood pH, the oxygen delivery to tissues and organs (including the brain) or the connection between breathing and posture, and so on.

Ancient techniques, like those of the yogic tradition, are imbued with a deep understanding of the breath. They teach gentle, slow and diaphragmatic breathing – practices we are now rediscovering in a broader setting. A sound breathing practice is not about inhaling deeply and hard through the mouth and fully inflating the lungs. The opposite is true. Breathing should be softer and slower, so soft that we hardly notice how the air is drawn in through the nose into the lower regions of the lungs. In this way, we can activate the body’s relaxation response and stimulate the health-giving vagus nerve. Conscious and slow breathing can impact our entire day because breath is our constant companion, one which we too often neglect. We should always be aware of how we are breathing, whether resting, walking, exercising or sleeping and make sure that we are breathing softly and slowly.

The breath has three important dimensions that interact concurrently to support all the body’s systems. First, the biochemical dimension which is the volume of air we breathe. It influences circulation and oxygenation and plays an impor­tant part in the function of blood vessels vital to lung and heart health. Second, there is the biomechanical dimension of breathing: Optimal diaphragm movement is closely linked to core strength, balance, movement, emotions and pain perception. Third comes the dimension of cadence. When the breathing rate is actively slowed down, the body’s systems can recover and function optimally. Each of these three dimensions is intertwined, based on a strong foundation of nasal breathing. If one is forgotten, the entire body suffers. Hence the common habit that can be observed in many people of breathing fast and hard into the upper chest creates imbalances and sickness across the body’s systems.

Enjoy this book for the valuable information it has to offer. Join Ralph Skuban as he explores the secrets of breathing and uncovers a wealth of possibilities, from how we breathe on a daily basis to the secret knowledge of ancient yogis.

Patrick McKeown,
author of The Oxygen Advantage
www.buteykoclinic.com


“You’ve got to write a book about this!”

by Nella Skuban

When Ralph started looking into the Buteyko method, at first, I had no idea what it was about except that it was a specific method of breathing. It is Ralph’s nature to get to the bottom of things and immerse himself intensively in a practice. These experiments on himself often last for years and are not only an important guide for his work, but also the basis of his publications and his teaching.

The fact of his enthusiastic research was thus not new to me. What was different were the obvious results this new practice brought after a surprisingly short time, and which were clearly visible to me even as an outside observer. Starting with sleeping through the night without snoring to greater balance and calmness in everyday life. And Ralph kept telling me about other positive effects, which are also mentioned in the book.

Since I have been pursuing my own body and breathing practice for many years, I was not necessarily looking for something new. Still, the whole thing somehow made me curious. I couldn’t imagine that such remarkable changes could be possible within such a short time. Thus began my own journey to Buteyko. I had Ralph explain the first simple exercises to me and the basic ideas behind them. Funnily enough, a short time later I had an appointment with an outstanding osteopath who was himself a severe asthmatic and told me about a breathing technique from Russia that had helped him greatly. When I mentioned Buteyko, he could hardly believe that I knew the name. For my part, I was amazed at the synchronicity.

Buteyko has not only changed my own practice, but also the way I teach yoga. I have never been a proponent of intensive and guided breathing in the body postures (asanas) although for several years I myself had also practiced a dynamic yoga style that frequently advocated loud and forceful breathing that could sometimes  be heard through the entire room. It didn’t feel right to me. In my own teaching, which include both dynamic and gentle elements, I have always held that the breath should flow as naturally as possible, the softer and quieter, the better. Soft breathing goes hand-in-hand with a calm mind, claim the Yoga Sutras, one of the the oldest sources of yoga. This is exactly what I observe when I look at my classes. Buteyko has further reinforced my feeling of the rightness of soft breathing.

Several months after I started practicing the Buteyko method, one of my long-time students who comes to my classes regularly said that she didn’t know exactly what it was, but that my teaching had changed somehow—as if a great calm had come over me during class that radiated onto her. This pleased me of course and it got me thinking. I have noticed that Buteyko has made me more aware of how I breathe, not just when practicing yoga, but also in everyday life in a way that I could not experience with pranayama or other breathing techniques I used to practice. The awareness of slow and gentle breathing automatically produces greater calm. It’s unavoidable. And so, I imagine a world in which everyone breathes calmly and softly. Wouldn’t that surely be a much more peaceful world?

In the meantime, I can’t imagine my life without my morning and evening Buteyko breathing practice. It is the constant that reflects to me very precisely how my body and mind are doing. It is the method that helps me regenerate surprisingly fast after long, strenuous days of teaching. Buteyko has not only heightened my perception of myself, but also of my students and my entire environment. At the same time, the simplicity of this practice is ingenious. In the beginning I even once said to Ralph: “This is the Holy Grail! You must write a book about this!“

Now, several years later, after intensive research and many hundreds of hours of practice, it’s finally here. I am grateful to Ralph from the bottom of my heart for writing this book. For one thing, it honors Konstantin Buteyko, the man who, in the middle of the last century, through observation and astute conclusions, developed the method of breath normalization and pursued it unflinchingly despite all the verbal and physical hostility to which this exposed him. Secondly, it has also become a comprehensive book on the topic of breathing, a book that goes beyond the Buteyko method in a strict sense.

May this knowledge now hopefully be spread further in the world and reach a wider audience. The Buteyko method holds great healing potential for those willing to dedicate themselves to a regular breathing practice.

Nella Skuban
www.skubanacademy.com


About this book

T his book is about the fundamental importance of breathing in our lives, and about what is wrong with the breathing of so many of us because of how we live. It is also of course about how we can find our way back to a natural, healthy breathing process in all life situations in a simple and practical way, and how we can work on our breathing for more efficiency and balance. Because breathing is the most fundamental process of life, there is nothing that is not affected by it. If breathing improves, so does everything in life.

My personal involvement with breathing initially began as it does for all of us: with the first inhalation after birth. After nine months of being sheltered in my mother’s warm womb, my lungs inflated fully for the first time after leaving the birth canal. From that point on, I had to breathe air. It didn’t always go well. At the age of three, I developed severe chronic bronchitis. I had several life-threatening choking attacks. Weeks of hospital and rehabilitation stays would follow. At some point, fortunately, I outgrew the problem. Today, my parents can’t tell me what my breathing pattern was like then: whether I breathed softly, quietly, and through my nose or whether I breathed through my mouth and into my chest like more than half of all children do today; whether my breathing was fast or slow, rhythmic or uneven; and ultimately: whether I breathed deeply or not. My parents and even the medical staff who cared for me probably would never have thought to look at these aspects of breathing because many of these connections have not been understood until very recently.

In my later profession as head of an inpatient facility for patients requiring care, I encountered the subject of breathing again, this time in connection with the end of life. Have you ever watched at the bedside of a dying person and noticed how much their breathing intensifies during the final days and hours? Breaths become deep and audible; you can literally feel the effort involved. The breath loses its fine, rhythmic flow. The softness becomes hard—death heralds its coming. A final exhalation then ends life and closes the circle that started with the first inhalation at birth. We can thus also aptly describe the duration of our lives as the number of breaths we take.

Breathing, of course, has to do not only with the duration of our life, but especially with its quality. The more breath awareness we develop, the more clearly we recognize that our physical, emotional and mental well-being correlates directly with our breathing. Everything we experience is reflected in our breath: whether we are anxious or relaxed, happy, or angry, sad, ecstatic or calm, every moment has its own type of breath. Breath awareness allows us to understand that our alertness, clarity, and ability to concentrate increase exponentially with more healthy breathing, as does our emotional stability and stress resilience. Our sleep quality, performance, and energy also depend on the quality of our breathing.

In this context, quality refers above all to the quality of the natural breath. We could also call it healthy, normal or, to put it more technically, functional breathing. I prefer to call it gentle breathing. This is anything but self-evident in our time. On the contrary, breathing is out of control for many of us. It has basically become the norm that most people have difficulties with it. More and more people have lost their natural breathing and are trapped in dysfunctional breathing patterns, especially in chronic hyperventilation or overbreathing, as it is also called.1 This means that we breathe more than our bodies need or, to put it differently, we breathe more air than our bodies are able to tolerate well.

This leads to severe health problems and chronic disease: Asthma, dyspnea, sleeping problems, snoring, sleep apnoea2, cardiovascular diseases, anxiety, panic attacks, and many other ailments are so widespread that it is no exaggeration to speak of a mass phenomenon. Edward Newton, a doctor from New Zealand, calls overbreathing a “silent epidemic.” “It’s an epidemic,” he says, “because so many people are affected, and it is silent because the syndrome is so seldom recognized by the clinicians to whom sufferers turn.”3

Those affected often go from one doctor to the next but repeatedly receive only symptomatic treatment. The underlying problem—dysfunctional breathing—is usually not detected. If a doctor does notice the breathing, it is usually considered a side effect of the problems they suffer from, not the cause.4 Thus, no cure for chronic diseases, but patients’ files get thicker and thicker. In Great Britain a term has been coined for this phenomenon: the thick-file syndrome.5

This brings me to the Ukrainian doctor whose name gave this book its title: Dr. Konstantin Buteyko. I discovered his work while researching a book project about pranayama, the breathing practice of yoga. Pranayama’s aim is quieting the breath and repeatedly practicing breathing pauses with the aim of promoting health and, above all, quieting the mind. The ancient yoga texts are not rooted in scientific observations in the modern sense of the term. Rather, their methods are the result of practical self-examination embedded in philosophical and spiritual concepts of the world and man. But are there also scientific arguments in favor of slow and gentle breathing like that taught by the ancient yogis? And also perhaps in favor of a conscious breathing pause once in a while?

The answer is yes. There are reasons. Buteyko did pioneering work in this regard, starting in the 1950s. His research and methods brought relief and healing to countless people in the form of easy-to-implement breathing practices and lifestyle recommendations. It is probably because it was possible to restore patients’ health in such a simple way—and entirely without drugs and side effects—that Buteyko was so denigrated by his professional colleagues, even to the extent of attempts made on his life.6 The simple, when it works, is also ingenious. And the fact that the Buteyko method of breath normalization works is something I can attest to from personal experience.

Recent research is also finding more and more evidence of the health effects of natural breathing as well as of the negative impact of dysfunctional breathing patterns, specifically overbreathing.

This is first and foremost a book about health, about the return to nature from the fundamental perspective of the breath. If we devote our attention to it, observe, train, and normalize it systematically and in a way that is easily integrated into our everyday lives, we can free ourselves from detrimental chronic diseases and find new strength and vitality in life. But even if you are not sick but want to harness the power of the breath to become more efficient and achieve more with less energy, this book is for you.

The breath is an incredibly exciting phenomenon. Ancient civilizations equated it with our soul, so foundational is it.7 Knowing something about and working with our breath makes our life a good life.

How to read and work with this book

The more knowledge you have about the breath, the more meaningful and accessible the practice of breathing becomes for you. Everything we practice here is rooted in theory and based on experience. You can immediately understand what you are doing and why you are doing it this way and not another. This means you can work with this book quite simply by reading it from cover to cover and immersing yourself in the world of breathing and the breath.

But perhaps it is important for you to start with breathing practice as soon as possible. In this case, please read the first chapter “Once upon a Time, The Breath was Healthy” and then jump to the third chapter “Back to Natural Breathing.” As you then build your daily personal breathing practice, you can gradually turn to the other chapters, if you’d like, and expand and deepen your knowledge of breathing as you practice the techniques.

The first part “Once upon a Time, The Breath was Healthy” is intended to give you a sound introduction to the topic. We will look at what constitutes natural breathing and the consequences for our health if we no longer breathe naturally—a problem encountered en masse today in both children and adults. Of course, we also look at the question of why this is so: what are the causes of dysfunctional breathing? With the information this section provides, you can systematically observe and evaluate your own breathing both in terms of problematic symptoms you may be experiencing and in terms of your own breathing pattern.

We also address in an easily understandable way the important role of carbon dioxide for our breathing process. Most people consider carbon dioxide to be pure poison when in fact it is a gas necessary for survival and without which breathing cannot even take place.

In this part of the book, the nose plays a central role. Please read the chapters “Correct Breathing Starts in the Nose” and “Mouth Breathing and Its Impact” with special attention. I assure you that you will virtually never again want to breathe through your mouth once you understand the cardinal functions of the nose in our life and the drastic consequences of the widespread habit of mouth breathing. Just the consistent use of nasal breathing in your life—during the day and at night—ensures better health and a sense of well-being that money just can’t buy.

In this part of the book, you will also find two practical exercises: The four stages of the breath show you how to systematically observe your breathing—a relaxing way of perceiving your breath and letting it calm down, and a good prerequisite for natural diaphragmatic breathing, which then concludes this chapter.

The second part is called “The Discovery of an Epidemic” and begins by describing how the medical world began to pay attention to the topic of dysfunctional breathing, specifically the problem of overbreathing and its consequences, a process that is essentially still in its infancy although it began 150 years ago—strange if one considers how much of the practical knowledge is part of the cultural heritage of humanity, particularly in Eastern traditions.

The focus of this part is the course of the entire breathing process, represented as the path of the breath from the nose to the body’s cells. We look more closely at the function of CO2 and journey further into the fascinating inner cosmos which in its dimensions must ultimately remain as incomprehensible as the vast expanses of the universe. After reading this part of the book, you will dispel once and for all many of the myths about breathing, and, if you’re anything like me, you will view the great wisdom of nature with even more respect and humility. There is so much to understand, and yet all our knowledge always remains infinitesimal in the face of the complexity of existence.

The path of the breath ultimately takes us to what I have come to call the Controller, our breathing center in the brain, which actually consists of two centers—one involuntary and one voluntary. This information is the actual link to the practice: If you know how the Controller works, you understand how the Buteyko method works.

The chapter concludes with a brief focus on the topic of asthma, the most widespread chronic disease worldwide, which is also entirely “unnecessary” because it is 100% reversible if breathing is brought back to its natural pattern, the pattern we brought with us into this life but lost at some point because of how we live. Good breathing practice is literally life-changing.

The third part, “Back to Natural Breathing”, is devoted entirely to the practice. You are introduced step by step to methods that are good for your breath, methods that countless people around the work have used to help them overcome debilitating symptoms in a short time. In the first part of the book, you will learn how wide ranging these are. If you are like, you might be surprised at the far-reaching consequences on your physical, emotional, and mental health if you do not breathe properly, or at the great healing potential inherent in a natural breathing process.

Anyone can follow a breathing practice that takes care of at least the most basic elements. If you still cannot imagine devoting some time every day to systematic breathing practice, at least follow the tips given in the chapter “Breath Health during Day and Night” . These tips are literally half the battle and can help considerably to improve your health and well-being without spending time or money.  To me, that sounds like an invitation you can’t refuse!

The fourth part is devoted to yoga and sports, practices that countless millions of people worldwide love and practice every day. We also approach the subject of yoga, which is something I am associated with professionally, by first highlighting the role of the breath in classic yoga to then look, in contrast, at the modern yoga practiced in the West and the role of breathing in it. If you are a yoga teacher, you will find information on how to best address the breath in the context of bodywork and what is better to avoid. The chapter on breathing in yoga is rounded off with a couple simple variants of classic breathing exercises that are very compatible with the ideas in this book and that anyone can do well.

The chapter “Breathing Well when Exercising” applies the knowledge of breathing specifically to sporting activities. Taking running as an example—although it can also easily be applied to other sports that are rhythmic in nature, such as swimming, rowing, or cycling—we look at how conscious breathing can be incorporated into training so that exercising nourishes you and so that you can improve your performance with pleasure.

Finally, the book also has a comprehensive appendix with additional information. You will find a chapter on the life of Konstantin Buteyko, to whom much is owed that is the subject of this book. For my part, I owe him thanks for having found the perfect way to experience sustainable health and well-being as well as being able to impart this to so many other people. In addition to other materials and information, this section also contains a short glossary, numerous notes on the text, literature references, and background information. It is by no means necessary to read everything in the text to understand the book. These are simply things that discuss, explain, and complement in greater depth what has been said elsewhere in the book. You can decide yourself how deeply you want to dive into the subject of breathing. I believe it is an exciting journey in every way!


Once upon a time, The Breath was Healthy

“Modern humans became the worst breathers in Homo history,
the worst  breathers in the animal kingdom.”8

James Nestor, American author and journalist
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The Loss of Natural Breathing

Breathing is the most vital of all life processes. Nature ensures that at birth our lungs inflate with our first deep breath. From that moment on, we breathe air and continue to do so until the end of our lives. No one had to explain to us how to breathe because we brought this intuitive knowledge with us into life. We were literally born knowing how to breathe.

But for many of us, in the course of our lives, our breathing patterns begin to change, often already during childhood. It’s not something we notice because few of us pay much attention to our breath. No one ever told us that breathing is a highly sensitive process that reacts to everything we experience and reflects everything that’s happening. Every condition we experience has its own type of breathing, like a mirror of our being. The reverse is also true, how we breathe affects us and how we feel—affects body, feelings, and thoughts.9

Our life and behavior change the breath, and our breath changes our lives. Unfortunately, no one ever explained to us what was once entirely natural for primitive peoples: what it means to breathe correctly.10 Yes, it is possible to breathe incorrectly, and millions do just that. The wisdom of proper breathing has been lost to our culture. Most people in fact assume that the breath is an entirely autonomous process that always functions properly by itself. Some, even some doctors, think it’s best not to pay attention to the breath at all, even asserting that the less you pay attention to it, the better.11 Have you ever been asked about your breathing during a check-up? Did your doctor measure your respiratory rate, look at its rhythmic balance or talk to you about nasal and diaphragmatic breathing, or perhaps about respiratory minute volume?

Not even pay attention to our breath? I completely disagree—as do the ancient yogis, the sages of Tibet and many breath experts today, including of course Konstantin Buteyko, for whom an awareness of breath around the clock was the key to health, both his own and that of his patients.

The breath is a mirror. It is malleable, for better or for worse. When our habits influence our breathing practice and this develops in an unnatural, dysfunctional direction usually due to stress, worries, anxiety, or even as a consequence of experienced trauma, this has consequences, sometimes drastic ones. It can lead to serious diseases. There are many dysfunctional breathing patterns. To name just a few: breathing through the mouth instead of the nose; energy-intensive  thoracic breathing instead of relaxed diaphragmatic breathing. Accelerated and agitated breathing instead of a calm and slow respiratory flow. Hard and erratic breathing with unphysiological interruptions instead of gentle and regular flow. Loud snoring at night instead of silent sleep. Usually, these unhealthy breathing patterns go together—form a pattern—and result in the most common and simultaneously most serious dysfunctional breathing pattern: chronic hyperventilation, or habitually breathing more than necessary.12

The chronic form of hyperventilation is not to be confused with acute hyperventilation, which is a critical state of emergency in which someone breathes so heavily it can even cause fainting. In this book, I thus frequently also use the term overbreathing, which is less closely associated with the idea of acute hyperventilation. Overbreathing can occur very subtly: It is not necessarily obvious when someone is chronically hyperventilating.


The consequences of overbreathing

Bad breathing habits are even more detri­mental than bad eating habits, and they affect the entire system, as you can see below in from the list of the typical consequences of overbreathing. The list is based on the work of renowned lung specialist L. C. Lum of Great Britain who has done substantial work on the subject and in 1975 presented the most comprehensive description to date of hyperventilation symptoms.13 You are probably familiar with some of the symptoms from your own experience:
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Sleep: problems falling and staying asleep, restless, or interrupted sleep, sleep-related breathing disorders such as snoring or obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), nightmares, need to urinate at night

Performance: chronic exhaustion, burnout, fatigue, inability to concentrate, declining memory, little physical and mental resilience, sexual problems: declining libido and erectile dysfunction14

Nervous system: dizziness, headache, migraines, feelings of numbness and heaviness, tingling in the hands or feet, heightened sensitivity to pain, excessive sensitivity to light and noise, blackouts, vision problems, tinnitus

Psyche: stress, restlessness, lack of balance, agitation, worry, phobias, panic attacks, depression

Cardiovascular system: palpitations, arrhythmia, accelerated pulse, high blood pressure, angina, chest pains, constricted blood vessels, cold extremities

Respiratory system: asthma, shortness of breath, labored breathing, often dry and congested nose, runny nose, frequent sighing, yawning, blowing the nose, sneezing, coughing, clearing the throat

Musculoskeletal system: tension, cramps, pain (often in the neck, shoulder, back), tremors, weakness, stiffness

Immune system: colds, rhinitis, hay fever, skin problems (e. g. eczema), allergies

Digestive system: heartburn, bloating, flatulence, abdominal pain, diarrhea, dry mouth and throat, difficulty swallowing, bad breath



As you can see, overbreathing has serious consequences at every level of our being. It is a systemic problem that affects body, psyche, and mind equally.

This should come as no surprise, because to take up again the opening thought to this chapter: breathing is the most vital of all life processes, even more fundamental than our nutrition and hydration. Where we can go without eating for weeks or even months, and even without drinking for a few days, nature gives us only a few minutes without breathing before death occurs. If something does go wrong with breathing, this has consequences on all levels, regardless of what else we may do for our health. We may eat healthy, give up alcohol, smoking, or other stimulants; we may jog, go to the gym, do yoga, go on vacation, and regularly relax, consult doctors, physiotherapists, psychologists, and practitioners of alternative medicine—but if we don’t breathe properly, all this is of no use. The breath is the foundation. If it’s wrong, this has consequences.

Dysfunctional breathing: facts and figures

The more time one spends thinking about the breath with its innocent naturalness as well as its civilization-related derailment, especially about how common the latter is and what its consequences are, the more it can set one’s head spinning. An unphysiological breathing process not only provokes negative symptoms, but in the long terms leads to serious disease and shortens life expectancy, as in the case of obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), a sleep-related respiratory disorder with potentially life-threatening consequences. It has become a global mass phenomenon, disrupting sleep as well as the biochemistry of a billion people.

The harm done worldwide to our health and wellbeing cannot be expressed in numbers. I did not compile the following data and facts about the subject of dysfunctional breathing in an effort to provide a complete and systematic overview, but to give you a sense of how massive the problems of unnatural breathing are, especially chronic hyperventilation, and of how important it is to cultivate natural and healthy breathing:

• Almost a billion people worldwide suffer from obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), a sleep-related breathing disorder with a devastating impact on the cardiovascular and nervous systems. That is 12% of the global population.15

• Most of them are snorers, but 6% do not snore and still have OSA.16 This is generally associated with unhealthy mouth and chest breathing.

• 40% of people suffer from a chronically blocked nose, around half usually breathe through the mouth. The incidences of snoring and OSA are much higher: 40% of adults snore, at least occasionally, and those over forty, as many as 60%.17

• Snoring increases daytime drowsiness by a factor of five. Even occasional snorers cause three times as many traffic accidents as people who breathe properly while asleep.18

• A total of around 20% of all traffic accidents can be attributed to fatigue due to insufficient restful sleep, and one in four drivers has fallen asleep at the wheel at least once.19

• A blocked nose, allergies and rhinitis increase the risk of developing asthma by a factor of three. Mouth and thoracic breathing cause these problems. They are especially common in children: almost 60% of elementary school-age children are chronic mouth and thoracic breathers.20

• Over 70% of diabetics (type II) suffer from OSA.21 Overbreathing puts the body in a permanent stress mode that results in an elevated production of glucose, increasing the risk of diabetes.

• More and more people are unable to find restful sleep. In the past eight years alone, sleep disorders among adults aged thirty-five to sixty-five incrased by 66%.22

• Chronic hyperventilation significantly raises blood pressure and thus the risk of dying of cardiovascular disease.

• 14% of adults suffer from some form of an anxiety disorder for which they seek medical help.23 Anxiety disorders are typically always associated with overbreathing.

• Chronic overbreathing triples the risk of depression. Taken together, anxiety disorders or depression affect around 18% of all people.24

• Over 70% of asthmatics also have OSA.25

• Dysfunctional breathing patterns correlate strongly with many other health problems, far too many to list here. Steven Lamberg, an American dentist and sleep expert, cites 170 diseases in this context.26 Buteyko’s list is just as long. (The list is included in the appendix.)

• In addition to the problems already mentioned, diseases with a correlation to sleep-related breathing disorders or dysfunctional breathing in general include dementia, Parkinson’s disease, epilepsy, diabetes, thyroid diseases, COPD, respiratory inflammation, cardiovascular damage, bruxism, restless legs syndrome, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADD, ADHS), psoriasis, allergies—to name just a few.27

Given this utterly frightening outlook, which is just part of the overall problem, it is impossible not to regard human breathing, as it appears to us today, as a catastrophe of global proportion: No creature on the planet breathes worse than humans, as journalist and breath researcher James Nestor has aptly noted.28

Are you practicing healthy breathing?

It’s time for you to get an initial picture of your own breathing health now using a breath-related self-assessment in the form of a questionnaire that asks about symptoms.29 What points in the following list of typical overbreathing symptoms apply to you? The total value represents your symptom score.

0 = never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = always, 4 = always and intensive









	Symptoms

	Date:

	(0-4)



	Respiratory system

	 



	Accelerated, strenuous breathing, irregular breathing, interrupted breathing

	 



	Shortness of breath at rest and/or when speaking

	 



	Rapidly winded due to physical activity

	 



	Inability to take a satisfying, deep breath

	 



	Dry mouth, urge to cough, clearing the throat

	 



	Sighing, extra deep breaths

	 



	Yawning, even when not tired

	 



	Blocked or runny nose

	 



	Difficulty breathing, feeling of not getting enough air

	 



	Cardiovascular system

	 



	Pressure and/or pain in the chest

	 



	Palpitations, rapid heartbeat, irregular heartbeat

	 



	Digestive system

	 



	Nausea, diarrhea, abdominal pain

	 



	Dry mouth, difficulty swallowing

	 



	Heartburn, burping, wind, flatulence

	 



	Nervous system

	 



	Dizziness, feeling of weakness

	 



	Numbness, tingling

	 



	Hot flashes, shivering, cold face, fingers, feet

	 



	Tremors, muscular weakness

	 



	Tight muscles, pain, cramps

	 



	Headache

	 



	High pain sensitivity

	 



	Psychological / emotional

	 



	Agitation, anxiety, tension, feeling hyper, volatile, flighty, nervous, restless

	 



	Difficulty concentrating, memory issues

	 



	Drowsiness, confusion, “feeling not like oneself”

	 



	Symptom score

	 





Add up the values entered in the table to determine your personal symptom score. The higher the score, the more important it is that you turn your attention to your breath and develop a healthier way of breathing. As you establish your breathing practice, you can keep referring back to it to see changes.

With the Control Pause (CP), which is of central importance in the Buteyko practice, you learn another and even more important tool to come to reliable conclusions about your breathing health. We discuss CP in greater detail below but here we will only mention that it measures the length of time you remain fully relaxed and comfortable after naturally exhaling before taking another breath. The better this is developed by your breathing practice, the lower your symptom score will also become.

Your symptom score and the Control Pause are integral parts of the subject we address next: the importance of CO2 for our breathing and health.

[image: Image]

The balance between CO2 and oxygen

The fact that we need oxygen probably doesn’t need explaining. It is the fuel that keeps us alive. But we also need CO2, which fulfills vital functions: if its level falls too low in the body it not only makes us ill but can even kill us because the acid-base balance is damaged to such a degree that basic vital processes can no longer take place properly.

It is important to know that the CO2 we need is produced exclusively by our own metabolic process because it does not occur in the air we breathe in a physiologically relevant concentration: our body needs 200 times the amount of CO2 available in atmospheric air to maintain its internal balance.30 And with every exhalation, we release some of it. If we breathe more than necessary, we also exhale more CO2 than is good for us. This produces a CO2 shortage (hypocapnia), which causes major problems.31

Why is CO2 so important?

As a natural relaxant, CO2 relaxes smooth muscles in many different body structures: in blood vessels and airways, in the digestive tract, bladder, and uterus. This has systemic effects—as briefly outlined here:

• CO2 is a natural bronchodilator; it opens and widens our airways and makes breathing easier.

• Its vasodilating effect reduces the strain on the heart by lowering blood pressure and heart rate. The heart does not have to work as hard.

• The relaxant effect increases bloodflow throughout the body, optimizing the supply of oxygen.

• Another function of CO2 is also essential for this: in the presence of CO2, namely, red blood cells are more willing to release the oxygen they carry into cells, tissues, and organs—the so-called Bohr Effect, which we will discuss in greater detail in the second part of the book. This means that more C02 in the system also brings more oxygen into the cells.

• The relaxing and vasodilating effect of CO2 is also noticeable in the stomach and intestines: Our digestion functions better.

• CO2 acts as a sedative: neurons fire less frequently when more of it remains in our system. In other words: We are more relaxed.

• It is a natural antihistamine, has an anti-inflammatory and anti-aller­genic effect and thus supports our immune system.

• CO2 plays a significant role in the synthesis and regulation of hormones and enzymes that do not function optimally if it is deficient.

• It is the crucial substance in the regulation of pH, thus guaranteeing a stable acid-base balance, and thus helping to maintain all physiological processes.

• CO2 plays a key role in controlling the respiratory drive by causing the breathing center in the brain to activate the respiratory muscles: Without CO2 we would simply stop breathing and asphyxiate.

Effects of a CO2 deficiency

As you can see: CO2 is anything but a waste gas. If someone is overbreathing, they lose too much of it. The problems arising from hypocapnia are basically the logical result of what has been stated above:

• The smooth muscles in the airways contract. The result are bronchospasm and difficulty breathing such as those associated with asthma or chronic congestion: This in turn leads to harmful mouth breathing which further increases overbreathing and causes other problems (see the chapter “Correct Breathing Starts in the Nose”).

• A CO2 deficiency causes blood vessels to constrict. Blood flow is reduced and with it the oxygen supply.32

• The oxygen deficiency is exacerbated because, in the case of hypocapnia, the oxygen binds itself tighter to the red blood cells due to the so-called Bohr effect so that less oxygen reaches the cells. In other words, hypocapnia always results in an oxygen deficiency (hypoxia).

• The brain is highly sensitive to hypoxia. Possible consequences are dizziness, agitation, or panic attacks. This stress situation causes neurons to fire more intensely. We become restless, agitated, experience anxiety, perhaps even panic or slip into depression. There is also a greater risk of migraine and epileptic seizures.

• The heart is no more able to tolerate this situation than the brain. It “pounds”, beats at an abnormal rate (arrhythmia) or there is a feeling of tightness or pain in the chest, much like angina pectoris.

• The contraction of the smooth muscle of the intestines leads to poor digestion, to colic, flatulence, abdominal pain and other problems.

• The increased release of histamine under conditions of hypocapnia stimulate allergic reactions and inflammatory processes.

• More glucose is released into the blood, causing irregularities in blood sugar levels. Diabetes is also a possible result of a chronic CO2 deficiency caused by chronic hyperventilation.

• Stress hormones like adrenaline and cortisol are increasingly pumped into the blood stream: our entire system is chronically upregulated by chronic overbreathing. From a biological standpoint, we are in a permanent fight-or-flight situation that never lets up.

• Muscle tone also increases, cramping can occur, as well as tired and sore muscles because in hypoxia muscle metabolism has to switch to anaerobic energy production, producing lactic acid.33

CO2 and stress

Because CO2 is a relaxant, relaxing our entire organism, a deficiency thus stands for the opposite: stress. This is in and of itself a very sensible arrangement of our biological system designed to handle vital threats. I like to imagine a saber-toothed tiger lurking in front of the cave of a Stone Age man. In this situation, there are two options for survival: fight or flight. This is precisely what the body prepares itself for, and temporary hyperventilation is the main element of this process. Breathing rate intensifies, hypocapnia occurs. Stress hormones are pumped into the blood. The heart begins to beat faster, and blood pressure rises. The outer extremities become colder because the blood flow increasingly goes to the large muscles, principally into the arms and legs, not to the skin, sexual or digestive organs that we don’t need when threatened. Sweat glands become active, and we are in a state of hyperarousal, a state in which we experience fear as something biologically meaningful. Muscle tone increases, more glucose is released. All of this now prepares us to enter a fight or flight situation in which vast amounts of energy are needed and used very quickly. This in turn produces a lot of CO2 that must be exhaled.

[image: Image]

We’ve all seen it on TV: warrior rituals before battle. The warriors shout and “dance” themselves into a fighting frenzy, raising their level of aggression to prepare themselves for the coming battle. They utter rhythmic battle cries: This also produces temporary hyperventilation, lowers CO2 levels, and prepares the warriors for physical action. Especially worth seeing are the focused shouts and chants combined with massive overbreathing, as can still be experienced today in stadiums around the world when football or rugby teams from Hawaii or New Zealand compete: a truly intimidating team effort meant to demoralize rivals.

But shouting rugby players are not really threatening, and there are no more saber-toothed tigers.
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