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CONSUMER

Eat Right:

Say no to cancer

WHAT IS CANCER?
THERE are more than 200 types of cancer. The four biggest
killers are lung, breast, bowel and prostate cancers.
Governments spend billions of dollars a year researching
anti-cancer drugs with only limited results, while the inci-
dence of various cancers has risen steadily over recent
decades.

However, better screening, earlier diagnoses and some
treatments have meant surviving cancer (that is, surviving for
five years after diagnosis) is possible, and the chances of surviv-
ing some cancers is now as high as 60%.

Cancer occurs when cells start behaving differently from
normal – growing, multiplying and spreading. These cells stop
working in harmony with the rest of the body and start run-
ning riot, developing their own blood supply, interfering with
surrounding tissue and/or spreading throughout the body via
the bloodstream.

Most cancer cells will be detected by the immune system
and destroyed before they cause problems. However, some
cancer cells appear more resistant or flourish because the
immune system is weak.

Progressive and degenerative diseases do not just befall us
from the heavens. Cancers have causes and most of these are
under your direct control. Understanding how, and why, cells
start behaving abnormally and why your immune system can-
not cope is the key to preventing cancer.

Cells can be damaged by free radicals, radiation, viral infec-
tions and chemicals. Free radicals are unstable molecules
formed within the body during normal metabolic processes,
though more are produced by stress, excessive exercise, pollu-
tion, fried food, radiation, etc.

Known or suspected risk factors for cancer are high satu-
rated-fat diets, sunbathing to excess, exposure to toxic
chemicals found in burnt food, petrol fumes, pesticides,
preservatives, excessive hormones, multiple nutrient deficien-
cies and overexposure to certain electromagnetic fields.

Eating healthily, plus staying physically active and maintain-

ing a healthy weight, can cut your cancer risk by 40%-90%,
depending on whom you listen to. But all agree the single
most important thing you can do that offers the best chance
of avoiding or beating cancer is to eat right.

According to The World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF), eat-
ing at least five portions of vegetables and fruits each day
could, in itself, reduce cancer rates by 20%. The WCRF asserts
that half of all breast cancer cases, three out of four cases of
stomach cancer, and three out of four cases of colon cancer
could be prevented by dietary measures alone.

PESTICIDE LINK
It is widely accepted that at least one-third of all cancers are
preventable (smoking and sun-related cancers). But there is
also growing awareness, and indeed evidence, of a link
between cancer incidence and the pollutants, pesticides and
chemicals in our environment.

Yet linking long-term, low-level exposure to something we
cannot see with ill health decades down the track is difficult.
Many suspect the strongest evidence for harm is in hormone
disruption

Pesticides (xeno-estrogens) mimic the hormone oestrogen,
potentially disrupting the fine hormonal balance in our bod-
ies, and may be why hormone-related cancers such as breast,
prostate, ovarian and testicular cancers are all more common
now than in the past.

Of course, diet is not the only route of exposure to pesti-
cides. Non-organic agriculture also involves occupational

Cancer is a big killer in Australia, where one in
three men, and one in four women, will develop
cancer by the age of 75. Over a quarter of all
deaths each year in Australia are due to cancer.
These sobering statistics mean to avoid cancer
in a stressful, polluted world, do as much as you
can to protect yourself. The good news is that
your personal risk can be substantially reduced.
Going organic is a good place to start, writes
nutritionist Shane Heaton.

“Eating healthily, plus staying physically
active and maintaining a healthy weight,

can cut your cancer risk by 40%-90%.“



exposures for farm workers and results in environmental cont-
amination that we are all exposed to.

The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
ranks pesticide residues among the top three environmental
cancer risks. Just last year, research conducted by the US
National Cancer Institute highlighted an increased risk of
prostate cancer in farmers and farm workers.

A thorough review of pesticide research by The Ontario
College of Family Physicians in 2004 found “many studies
show positive associations between solid tumors and pesticide
exposure, including brain cancer, prostate cancer, kidney can-
cer and pancreatic cancer, among others”.

“It is clear,” they say, “that an association exists between
pesticide exposure and leukaemia … warranting further
investigation and also political action.”

They reviewed several studies that found links between
pesticide exposures and cancer in children. Key findings
included an elevated risk of kidney cancer in children linked
to paternal pesticide exposure through agriculture.

Four studies found associations with brain cancer, while
other studies revealed an increased risk of acute leukemia in
children exposed to pesticides in utero or during childhood,
especially for exposure to insecticides and herbicides used on
lawns, fruit trees and gardens, and for indoor control of
insects.

(The full report can be downloaded for free at
<www.ocfp.ca>.)

European research confirms childhood cancer, while still
rare, has been slowly increasing over the past three decades
and at an increasing rate. Evidence of a pesticide-cancer link
continues to mount from around the world.

An increase in genetic damage was observed in Danish
greenhouse workers handling plants that had been treated
with any of 50 different compounds. American researchers
have identified a link between higher cancer mortality rates
in four northern states and a herbicide used on wheat.

Women in Hawaii with high exposure to pesticides
through groundwater have very high rates of breast cancer, a

connection confirmed by a Danish study following 717
women over 20 years which “supported the hypothesis that
exposure to xeno-oestrogens may increase the risk of breast
cancer”.

In fact, one of the strongest links demonstrated so far is
between pesticides and breast cancer. In 1992, Dr Frank Falck
of the University of Connecticut School of Medicine found that
women with breast cancer carried much higher body burdens
of pesticides than women who did not have breast cancer.

In a follow-up study Dr Mary Wolff, of the Mt Sinai School
of Medicine in New York, found that women with the highest
levels of pesticides in their bloodstreams had four times the
breast cancer risk than those women with the lowest levels.

A 2003 study by Belgian toxicologist Dr Charles Charlier in
the Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine
found the same thing: women diagnosed with breast cancer
were six to nine times more likely to have the pesticides DDT
or hexachlorobenzene in their bloodstreams than women
who did not have breast cancer.

Closer to home, researchers at Melbourne’s Monash
University collected 800 samples of breast milk from around
Victoria during the 1990s. Their initial findings, that many
infants were exposed to multiple pesticides in their mothers’
breast milk above accepted safety levels, were disturbing
enough.

Yet more than a decade later, PhD student Dr Narges
Khanjani used these samples to identify areas of high breast
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“Women with the highest levels of
pesticides in their bloodstreams had four
times the breast cancer risk than those

women with the lowest levels.“



milk pesticide contamination in Victoria and compared it to
the cancer data. “We found that the Ovens and Murray Shire
was the most highly contaminated region, AND it showed the
highest incidences of breast cancer compared with any other
area in Victoria,” Dr Khanjani said.

MORE ANTIOXIDANTS
Now this, in my opinion, is the real benefit of organic food: In
addition to containing less of the things you do not want in
your food, it also tends to contain more of the things you do
want.

Remember how one of the reasons cells turn cancerous is
that they are damaged by free radicals? Well, certain nutrients
known as antioxidants quench free radicals and stop them
damaging cells in our body.

So, here is the good news. Organic crops tend to contain
higher levels of antioxidants. You see, plant foods contain
thousands of compounds, ‘phytonutrients’, that are not yet
known to be essential for human health but are increasingly
found to be powerful antioxidants.

We can expect these phytonutrients, many of which are
involved in the plants’ defence system, to be higher in organic
produce because the plants rely more on their own defences
in the absence of regular pesticide applications, and evidence
is emerging that supports and confirms this expectation.

Higher levels have so far been confirmed for lycopene in
organic tomatoes, polyphenols in organic potatoes, flavonols
in organic apples, and resveratrol in organic red wine. A recent
review of the subject estimated that organic produce tends to
contain 10%-50% higher phytonutrients than conventional
produce.

In 2003 a team of Danish researchers published one of the
first controlled human feeding trials comparing the nutritional
value of organic and conventional food. Sixteen healthy peo-
ple ate an identical 100% organic diet, or 100% conventional
diet, for three weeks and had their urine tested before and
afterwards.

The food itself was analysed for its antioxidant content and
the organic diet found to contain significantly higher levels of
the phytonutrient quercetin, which was also found in signifi-
cantly higher concentrations in the urine of those eating the
organic diet.

So, yes, there are more antioxidants in an organic diet and,
yes, they get absorbed into the body (before being excreted).

THE BOTTOM LINE
Major cancer societies and research organisations around the
world continue to assert that low-level exposures to toxic chemi-
cals have not been shown to pose a major cancer risk. The only
way to answer the many questions raised about their safety is
through additional research, and not enough is being done.

Agencies that fund cancer research continually discount or
ignore the causal role of avoidable exposures to industrial and
agrochemical carcinogens. Put simply, you cannot find what
you do not look for.

While regulators and the agrochemical industry dispute
any link between pesticides and cancer, one thing is clear:
prevention remains a far better option than cure, and con-
sumers who want to minimise pesticide exposure can do so
with confidence by buying organically produced foods.

I have said it before and I will say it again: Organic food
represents an important, safe haven in an increasingly pol-
luted world. It is not a luxury. It is how food is supposed to be.
Eating organic food is not the only way to reduce your risk of
getting cancer but it sure is a good place to start.

Do not delay. Go organic today. Your life may depend on
it. ■
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“Organic food represents an important safe haven
in an increasingly polluted world. It is not a luxury.

It is how food is supposed to be.“
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