M

ore and more people adopt a
gluten-free diet because they
think they are gluten-intolerant.
Yet the experts say the percentage of
food intolerances is not rising. So what’s
going on?
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Even rice cakes proclaim themselves
‘gluten-free’ on the label nowadays.
Great. But actually, no big deal given
that rice doesn’t contain gluten. ‘Gluten
is a kind of protein found in wheat,
barley and rye,’ says Harry Wichers, an
allergy researcher at Fresh Foods &
Chains. ‘Gluten-free diets are prescribed
for people with coeliac disease. An
estimated one per cent of the population
suffer from this condition and they
become very ill from the tiniest quantity
of gluten. These people have an enzyme
in their intestines that converts the
gluten protein into another substance
to which the immune system reacts so
strongly that it damages the gut and
causes intestinal symptoms and stunting
growth. It is not easy to diagnose coeliac
disease and it requires a biopsy to see
the damage to the gut.’
There is another group of people
with what is known as ‘non-coeliac
gluten sensitivity’ (NCGS). Most of
their symptoms are subjective and
range from abdominal pain, diarrhoea
and headaches to tiredness and poor
concentration. These people find that
their symptoms clear up if they don’t eat
gluten. ‘We don’t yet know exactly what
the underlying mechanism could be
here, and it is sometimes dismissed as
mainly in the mind,’ says Wichers. That
is the so-called nocebo effect: the more

you hear and read about a condition, the
sooner you start thinking you might have
it too. ‘I am not qualified to be the judge
of that. But if people feel better, they
should certainly stop eating gluten.’
There are other ingredients besides
gluten that can cause bowel problems:
the FODMAPS, or fermentable
oligosaccharides, disaccharides,
monosaccharides and polyols. These
are carbohydrates found in grains,
applies, onions, garlic and milk. They are
indigestible for some people, so bacteria
in the large intestine get to work on
them, causing symptoms. Since they
are found in products that also contain
gluten, it can be difficult to determine
the cause of the problem.
According to Wichers, a gluten-free diet
can’t do any harm. ‘There are plenty
of other foods that you can get
fibre, protein and vitamins
from. It’s good to realize
that we’ve only been eating
gluten since the emergence
of agriculture, when we started
growing grain. Before that we might
have encountered the occasional bit
of gluten, but for 98 per cent of our
history, we did just fine without gluten.’
Conclusion: A gluten allergy is rare, but
if you feel better on a gluten-free diet,
go ahead. tl

‘For 98 per
cent of
our history we
did just
fine without
gluten’
Harry Wichers,
Allergy researcher at
Fresh Foods & Chains

WUR has set up the ERRAZE
programme — Early Recognition and
Rapid Action in Zoonotic Emergencies
— in order to learn from the Covid crisis.
A single Wageningen platform will
bring together virologists, ecologists,
economists, animal scientists and
communication scientists.
We want to be better prepared for
the next outbreak of a dangerous,
contagious virus. In particular, WUR
wants more information about zoonoses,
pathogens that can be transmitted
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from animals to humans. ‘Wageningen
Bioveterinary Research already does
a lot of work on zoonoses, how they
infect the host and how they spread,’
says programme coordinator Joukje
Siebenga. ‘But this programme looks
more widely. We also know a lot about
the ecology of viruses and wild animals,
and how climate change affects their
distribution and contacts. We will be
combining that knowledge in ERRAZE.’
For example, WUR wants to identify
global hotspots where zoonoses can be
transmitted from animals to humans.
These are places where wild animals
come into contact with farm animals,
pets and people, not just wet markets
where live wild animals are sold but also

WUR wants to identify hotspots where: places where wild animals come into contact
with farm animals, pets and people. Photo Shutterstock
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What’s behind the explosion
in gluten intolerance?
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WUR to set up pandemic platform

tropical rainforest areas where livestock
farming is on the rise. Intensive livestock
farms in the Netherlands, where bird
flu can pass from migrating birds to
chickens, are another such hotspot. By
making use of knowledge about climate
change and changing land use, ERRAZE

‘Google sees flu epidemics
before RIVM’
will also show how these hotspots are
shifting. Another aim of the Wageningen
pandemic platform is to have targeted
surveillance of the hotspots so that
unknown viruses can be detected
more quickly. That requires greater
collaboration between virologists and
epidemiologists, as well as behavioural
scientists and economists. ‘Google sees
flu epidemics before RIVM, from people’s
search behaviour. We need to analyse
and combine that data too.’ as
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China too has a GMO debate
The Chinese government is moderately in favour of the development of
genetically modified (GM) plant varieties but Chinese citizens on social media are
overwhelmingly opposed. These findings come from the PhD research of Yan Jin.

Since 2002, the Chinese government has
allowed imports of over 50 GM crops for
use in animal feed or building materials.
But so far the government has not given
permission for GM crops to be grown
in China, with the exception of a few
non-food crops. The Chinese ministry of
Agriculture plans to gradually introduce
the cultivation of GM crops. The
government has invested 35
billion dollars in the development of
such crops.
But Chinese consumers are critical of
GM crops. Jin investigated the online

debate about GMOs on Weibo, the
Chinese Twitter, between 2013 and
2020. That debate was dominated
by anonymous opponents of GM
crops. Jon found 778 clear opinions
about GM crops, 632 of which were

Chinese consumers
are critical of GM
crops, in part
because of various
scandals

opposed to such crops. That is because
of various scandals. For example,
the Chinese government was not
transparent about the approval of
insect-resistant GM rice, whereupon
Greenpeace proved in 2014 that GM
rice was being grown in China without
official permission. That led to a lot of
criticism on Weibo.
Jin’s results are in line with previous
Chinese research, which showed
that the Chinese people distrust the
government when it comes to food
safety — as the melamine affair
showed. as

