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Honey: the golden substance
with multiple b

PROF. RENALD
BLUNDELL

Since the v inning of clvil-
isation, hnl:—lrﬂ}lyhlﬁs a]w&ys been
used both as a traditional medi-
cine and as an important re-
source  for trade. From
prehistoric paintings, to Hip-
pocrates, to excerpts from the
Tarah, Bihle and Quran, to mod-
ern day research papers from all
around the world, products de-
rived from the beehive, espe-
clally honey, have been an
integral part of civilisations and
medicine. More recently, other
products from the beehive, such
as propolis, pollen and roval jelly,
have been studied for their roles
in medicine.

Apitherapy is the term used to
describe the use of products
from the beechive for their me-
dicinal and pharmacological
properties. It I8 many times
termed an alternative medicine,
a last resort to try when every-
thing else falls, yet as more re-
search = done on the subject,
maore information about its true
therapeutic value is belng con-
firmed.

But first and foremost, what ex-
actly is honey? One could say
that it is a thick, viscous, golden
substance that tastes sweeL In
reality, honey is a very complex
mixture of various nutrients and
components, which vary de-
pending on numerous factors
Nuot all honey is the same. Same
honeys are brown or amber,
some are @ngy, and some are
even bitter-sweet.

This may be due o geo hi-
cal and E:'Ir]'l."lr'l.lﬂlnﬂﬂtgﬂ] El?tlér!.,
the floral source on which the
bee feeds, the type ol bee pro-
ducing the honey and the

rocess followed to extract the

oney. This therefore means that
the geographical, hotanical and
even seasonal differences be-
tween different honeys leads to
different compositions, As these
different honeys have different
components, they would have
different medicinal activities
when Interacting with the
human boady,

Nectar is the raw material from
which the honeybee produces
honey and thus the composition
of the nectar from which the
honey Is produced will greatly
affect the composition of the
final product. Bees take In nectar
through a long, tube-shaped
tongue and it Is stored within an
extra stomach. While it is there,
it Is mixed with enzymes which
transform It into a mixture which
is adapted to a more long-term
method of storage. Nectar itself
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varies greatly in its sugar content
and many bees would prefer nec-
tars with higher sugar content
depending on the amount of
water avallable to the hive. The
bee then regurgitates the liguid
and passes it on to other bees,
wliich finally deposit the honey
into the honeycomb.

Hees tend to fan the honey-
combs with their wings to heir;:
moisture evaporate from the lig-
uid, making the honey more con-
centrated. The bees then seal the
comb with an abdominal secre-
tiom, which eventually hardens to
form wax. In this way, haney can
he stored for any amount of time,
without spolling. Even when ex-
tracted and processed in human-
made containers, pure honey
cannot perish. Sometimes, due to
temperature and humidity fluc-
tuations, it might crystallise, but
this can be reversed by pently
heating the honey, similar to the
process unidergone hy coconut
alL

Honey is not perishable mainly
because of its antimicrobial
properties. It contalns a high
sugar content, low pH, hydrogen
peroxide, polyphenal com-
pounds and antimicrobial pep-
tides, which all make it an ideal
antimicrobial agent. This prop-
erty has recently been the sub-
[ect of research, which aimed to
find whether these properties
can be applied In practice to
eliminate bacteria, especially
those resistant to antibiotics,
Laboratory testing has found
that Methicillin-Resistant
Staphylococcys aureus is eliml-

nated from samples within 72
hours of treatment with honey.

Further to this, other studies
have shown that Condida and
Rhodotorula, two opportunistic
yeasts which may becoma patho-
genle, are inhibited from in-
creasing in number by treatment
with honey. While this is at the
moment only shown in vitrg, re-
searchers are hopeful that the
same |s shown during in vive and
clinical studies.

There Is also potential for
honey In the treatment of viral
lesions, such as those found in
herpes simplex Infections. In
some ftrials, honey has shown
faster healing than normally pre-
scribed antivirals such as acy-
clavie

In a world of ever-inoreasing
antimicrobial resistance, there
has never been a reported case
of microbial resistance to honey,
with it being many times used as
a last resort. If this is the case,
there would be in some cases a
cheaper, natural alternative to
antibiotics, which at times may
not work.

Another application of haney in
healthcare lies in trauma and
wound care. Research on the
treatment of pressure uleers
with honey has shown a great
decrease in the time taken for
these wounds to heal when com-
pared to traditionally prescribed
creams. Wound dressings and
gels made from surgical-grade
honey has also shown a reduc-
tion in Infections and colonisa-

tion af bacteria at the site of the
wound.

enefits

An emerging use of honey in
healthcare s in burn wounds
and skin grafts. Patients who
suffer from superficial or par-
tial-thickness burns can expe-
dite the healing process when
using dressings lined with med-
ical-grade honey. If a graft is
needed, the regeneration of skin
and suceessful binding ol the
graft to the wound site is also
alded by honey, especially in
children.

Honey contains a number of
molecules which have been
shown to have antioxidant activ-
ity. Antloxidants inhibit the oxd-
dation of other molecules, which
are Important for the normal
functioning of the cell. Antioxi-
dants are kept in balance by a
complex system within the body
and food containing antioxidants
has been shown to help regulate
this system and so improve
health. IF this balance s lost, this
would harm the cells, rissues, or-
gans and finally the body as a
whole. The amount of antioxl-
dant activity a honey has is de-
termined by the peographical
and botanical origin uf&ln Euney
itsell, The antioxidant activity of
honey has been correlated with
the prevention of several disor-
ders such as cardiovascular dis-
eases, diabetes and cancer.

Cancer treatment usually in-
vitlves drugs which induce
breakdown of cancerous cells,
Honey has a similar effect in dis-
rupting structures within can-
cerous cells and stimulating the
cells' destruction. Honey also
stimulates the expression of the

p53 protein, which induces can-
cerous cell breakidown. Conse-
guently, honey is thought to
prevent cancer due to Its activity
against physical and chemical
mutagens. As for other findings,
this has only been shown during
in vitro studies and Is yet to be
confirmed in animal and human
studies.

While in witro and in vivo ex-
periments give a good ldea on
the potential therapeutic effects
of honey, it is unwise to conclude
that the same is true for human
use. More research and most im-
portantly more clinical trials are
needed to evaluate the use of
honey in medicine. A lot of po-
tential exists surrounding ap-
itherapy, especially with regards
to honey's potential role in treat-
ing multidrog resistant infec-
tlons, Although in recent years
there were huge advancements
in understanding the role and
physiology of apitherapy, the
need o delve deeper and expand
upon this knowledge is still felt
and more research s needed to
fully understand how nature's
original sweetener actually
warks.
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