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Iremember the event well.
It was a debate in a
packed hall. The audi-

ence, mainly food obses-
sives and the food press,
were there to hear a debate
on the pros and cons of
organic food. 

On the panel was Sir
John Krebs, now Lord
Krebs, head of the newly
created Food Standards
Agency, which had been
established after British
industrial farming and the
then Ministry of Agriculture
(MAFF) shamed themselves
over BSE. During this
debate, Krebs made it clear
that he could not see why
organic food should be
considered any better than
non-organic. The audience
clapped disapprovingly.

This was some 10 years
ago and Krebs was out of
line with a fast-developing
trend. Since that time, the
organic food sector in the
UK has enjoyed extraordi-
nary growth – an average
of 26 per cent each year.
Each of the big four super-
markets has embraced
organic food, making it
more affordable to the less
well-off. Organic vegetable
box schemes have taken
off and natural food stores
selling mainly organic pro-
duce, such as Fresh & Wild
and Planet Organic, have
thrived, mushrooming into
chains. IKEA – and this is a
little-known fact – is the
latest buyer of organic
ingredients, for its cafés.

So what has the Food
Standards Agency got
against the organic sector,
to make it commission a
review such as that pub-
lished this week into the
nutritional benefits of
organic versus convention-

al food? Using analysis of
some 50 years of research
into organic food, the
report’s authors could find
no reason, in nutritional
terms, why anyone should
buy organic rather than
conventionally farmed
foods. 

Interestingly, nutrition
is an aspect of organic

food that holds little inter-
est for the Soil
Association, the charity
that campaigns for “planet-
friendly” food and farming.
It is more preoccupied with
food production that pro-
motes good standards of
animal welfare, a chemical-
free environment (clearly a
human health benefit,

since no sensible person
wants to ingest hormone
disrupters) and the encour-
agement of larger areas of
pasture. It has also cam-
paigned vociferously
against genetically modi-
fied food. 
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Consumers who have converted to organic will often report that they feel better for a diet of
organic food, or that their children thrive on it.

Achemical
extracted from
coral could pro-

vide new hope for suf-
ferers of chronic
nerve pain, it has been
claimed.

Neuropathic pain,
which follows damage
to the nerves, can be
debilitating and is
hard to control even
with morphine.

It can result in the
slightest disturbance
producing intense
pain, for instance a
cold draught or light
brushing of the skin.
Extreme cases are
known as hyperalge-
sia.

The newly tested
chemical, capnellene,
was first isolated in
1974 from Capnella
imbricata – a soft
coral from Green Island, Taiwan.

Capnellene has a structure very
different from other pain-relieving
drugs.

Scientists at the National Sun
Yat-sen University in Taiwan

found that the chemi-
cal reversed hyperal-
gesia in laboratory
rats.

The study leader Dr
Zhi-Hong Wen said:
“To provide better
quality of life, we
need new drugs that
can act rapidly and
have specific functions
with low side effects.
Moreover, we need bet-
ter management for
chronic pain condi-
tions.

“Today there are
few pharmacological
agents that can help
people suffering from
neuropathic pain, but
we believe that these
marine-derived com-
pounds could lead to
the development of a
new range of drugs of
great potential.”

The research is reported today
in the British Journal of
Pharmacology.
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Still better
to buy organic

Extract from coral
helps nerve pain 

Today
there are

few pharmaco-
logical agents
that can help
people suffering
from neuropathic
pain, but we
believe that
these marine-
derived com-
pounds could
lead to the
development of
a new range of
drugs of great
potential. 
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