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Q
Still Buying Organic?

I was surprised to hear that British researchers reported that organic food is not nutritionally

superior to conventionally grown food. What’s your take on this subject?

A Answer (Published 8/28/2009)

You're referring to a much-publicized analysis published online July 29, 2009, in the American Journal of Clinical

Nutrition. Researchers from the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine looked at previously published

papers to compare the nutrients available in organically produced crops and livestock products to those found in

conventionally produced foods. They found no nutritional advantage to organic foods.

Related Weil Products

Dr. Weil on Healthy Aging for Preventive Health - Dr. Weil on Healthy Aging for Body, Mind and Spirit - The

Dr. Weil on Healthy Aging online guide provides simple, effective preventive health information to help you

lessen your risk of age-related diseases and illness - including an exclusive version of Dr. Weil's Anti-

Inflammatory Food Pyramid! Start your 14-day free trial now - and make every day a healthy one!

Aside from the inherent problems of this kind of review, they missed the point. The reason to choose organic

foods is not necessarily nutritional superiority: it is to avoid the residues of pesticides and other agrichemicals

used on conventional crops and the hormones and other drugs fed to conventionally raised livestock. Indeed, the

researchers concluded that they found "no evidence to support the selection of organically over conventionally

produced foods on the basis of nutritional superiority."

You wouldn't know that from the sensationalist way the review was covered by the news media. Most reports I

read omitted mention of toxic agrichemicals. While we are still performing true studies to demonstrate that,

overall, organic foods are nutritionally superior to conventionally produced food, for now we have evidence of

pesticide residues in 71 to 90 percent of conventionally produced foods compared to 13 to 23 percent of

organically grown foods. Pesticides are not good for your health.

Russell Greenfield, M.D., a graduate of the Arizona

Center for Integrative Medicine and an assistant

clinical professor at the University of North Carolina

School of Medicine, also writes a weekly health blog in

which he analyzed the study and made some

important points that you won't see in news coverage:

The authors didn't find enough data in the 162

scientific papers they reviewed to enable them

to compare single foods raised by organic or

conventional methods. Instead, they focused on

specific nutrient categories, which unfortunately

did not include a wide range of phytonutrients

known to offer potential health benefits. Dr.

Greenfield noted that previously published
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Greenfield noted that previously published

studies have shown that organic produce

contains higher levels of antioxidants and other

health-promoting phytonutrients than matched samples of conventional produce.

The researchers treated the papers they reviewed as if they were equal even though many different

research methods were used. Then they combined findings from the various trials to draw a single

conclusion.

Two few studies of livestock were considered, not enough to have confidence in the findings.

And, tellingly, the researchers said "we did not address differences in contaminant contents (e.g.,

herbicide, pesticide, or fungicide residues) or the possible environmental consequences of organic and

conventional agricultural practices because this was beyond the scope of our review.”

I wouldn't base a decision on whether or not to choose organic foods on the results of this analysis. Recent

headlines notwithstanding, organic foods are better for you.

Andrew Weil, M.D.

Did you read news reports on the organic v. conventional food study? Click here to describe your reaction in our discussion
groups.
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