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editorial

Organic vs Conventional

T

he Annals of Internal Medicine recently published a
review by Dr Crystal Smith-Spangler and others
titled: “Are Organic Foods Safer or Healthier Than
Conventional Alternatives?” The article states: “The purpose
of this study is to comprehensively synthesize the published
literature on the health, nutritional, and safety characteristics
of organic and conventional foods.”1
This study showed that detectable pesticide residues
were five times more likely to be found on conventional food
versus organic foods. Bacterial resistance was also discussed
and resistance to three or more antibiotics was 33% more
likely with conventional food over organic food. The mycotoxin deoxynivalenol, a trichothecene mycotoxin and known
carcinogen, was found to be lower in both levels and contamination in organic grains.1
We are led to believe by Dr Smith-Sprangler et al that the
use of pesticides, artificial fertilizers, antibiotics, hormones,
and other synthetic chemicals in the food we eat do not cause
any harm and foods grown using these are as safe for human
consumption as organic foods.
The food industry does all that it can to change its foods
with preservatives, additives, dyes, flavorings, colorings, and
texturizing with chemicals so they look as desirable for purchase and consumption as possible. The government has
banned a number of food additives, mainly because of the
implication of cancer-causing effects, though it has done so
reluctantly and very slowly. In agriculture, today’s crops
yield their bounty with the aid of chemicals in the form of
artificial fertilizers and herbicides, insecticides, fungicides,
and other pesticides.
The housing of hundreds of thousands of chickens or
tens of thousands of hogs in small spaces make the possibility of rampant infections a likelihood unless large quantities
of antibiotics are used both in feed and by injection.
Antibiotics are also used in the majority of livestock. We
consume their meat and thereby have added to the development of increasing our resistance to antibiotics.
The dairy industry has been injecting recombinant
bovine growth hormone (rBGH) into dairy cows since the
1990s. This hormone causes an increased production of 15%17% more milk by dairy cows and causes them to produce
insulin-like Growth Factor 1 (IGF-1), which has been associated with premenopausal breast, colon, and prostate cancers.
Dairy products, such as milk, cheese, yogurt, cream, butter,
etc, are all contaminated with rBGH. Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, Israel, Japan, and all the European Union countries
8

have banned this hormone.2
Since the dawn of humankind, all foods on the planet
were organic. From our great-grandparents on back, everyone ate nothing but organic food. There was no other type of
food available. Our bodies and our physiological systems
have had to adapt in two brief generations to a vast number
of substances that we consume in what is now called conventional food in this study. This is a misnomer; we should
perhaps call it chemically-laced food, or artificially-grown
food.
The corporations that helped us win World War II converted their production for domestic use after the war. With
the rapid rise of technology in the 1950s, the United States
began producing pharmaceuticals, chemicals, crop-saving
insecticides, and plastics for use for just about everything.
“Better living through chemistry” helped sales soar. Electricity
spread, and cars, trucks, and airplanes made our world
smaller and more accessible. During this time, one essential
factor was left aside: how to test for the short- and long-term
effects of these new products on the environment and on the
population. Toxicology failed us then and we continued to
believe that “the dose makes the poison,” a 500-year-old
adage from Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus
von Hohenheim, an itinerant Swiss physician better known
as Paracelsus.3 We now know differently, in that some small
doses can be worse than larger ones and that the timing of
the dose is at times critical. We now have ended up living in
a world surrounded by persistent organic pollutants (POPs),
which are persistent, toxic, and bioaccumulate. The 12 most
dangerous POPs to humans and animals, nine of which are
pesticides, are known as the dirty dozen and are regulated by
a United Nations global treaty known as the Stockholm
Convention of 2001. All commonly used pesticides are associated with adverse health effects, including an increase in
cancer risks.4
POPs remain intact for many years and some take a
century to biodegrade; the longer the half-life, the greater the
risk of chronic poisoning even if the levels of the chemicals
are not high. POPs become widely distributed throughout
the environment as a result of natural processes, especially in
the air, and as they are semivolatile, they can end up thousands of miles from where they are applied.5 The Inuit
aboriginal people of northern Canada, whose diet consists
partially of the fat from seals and whales, have been found to
have a high level of POPs.6 They accumulate in the fatty tissues of living organisms, including humans, and are found in
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higher levels in the food chain and, most importantly, are toxic to humans and wildlife.7
Chemicals have been found to disrupt the endocrine systems of animals in
laboratory studies, and there is convincing evidence that shows that endocrine systems of certain fish and wildlife have been affected by chemical contaminants, resulting in developmental and reproductive problems. According to the Environmental
Protection Agency, pesticides can cause birth defects, learning disabilities, behavioral changes, organ damage, cancers (including leukemia, breast cancer, and brain
tumors), and asthma symptoms.8 A review of the literature by de Cock et al in Acta
Pediatrica in August of this year found positive associations regarding autism spectrum disorder to hazardous air pollutants, pesticides, and bisphenol A. This study
also showed an increase of ADHD for those exposed to polychlorinated biphenyls
(PCBs), dialkyl phosphate (DAP) and chlorpyrifos, all well-known pesticides. The
endocrine disruption by pesticides is known to shorten gestational length.9
Rachel Carlson, in her 1962 book Silent Spring, described an eerie springtime
devoid of singing birds.10 Industry and scientists mocked her explanations of the
effects of DDT and other new pesticides on fish, birds, animals, and plants, yet now
these worries have been confirmed. In 1997, the Special Commission on Internal
Pollution stated:
It could hardly have been foreseen that the industrial production of chemicals was to grow so
fast, and even less foreseen that within a generation the chemicals produced would affect every
area of human and natural life. Just as there is no square inch of the earth’s surface without DDT
molecules, there is no industrialized nation which does not depend absolutely on chemicals for
the maintenance of its living standards …11

People buy organic foods to avoid chemicals, not because they are more nutritional. When I shop for food at the grocery store, I buy lettuce, radishes, fruits,
meats, etc that are organic, not because of any nutritional value but because I want
to avoid all the chemicals associated with nonorganic foods. I don’t want my radishes to be grown in soil that has had artificial fertilizers used year after year and
sprayed with chemical pesticides. I want to eat the whole apple without worrying
about the wax to make it shiny or the pesticides that were used on the apple trees. I
may not be speaking for everyone, but common sense tells me that most people want
fewer chemicals in their food, not more, even when the nutritional values are
equal.
Andrew W. Campbell, MD
Editor In Chief
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