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There are many serious 
problems in sub-Saharan 
Africa.  For example, during 
the protracted wars and 

violence in Liberia (the second 
war ended in 2003), many 
medical personnel, physicians and 
anaesthetists lost their lives, fled the 
country or just left to better their 
socio-economic prospects. 

Many countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa have a complete lack of 
effective pain relief: access to 
gaseous anaesthetics is very patchy 
and there are no opioids; morphine 
derivatives are routinely used for 
surgery in the developed world. So 
we have the primitive and scary 
scenario where amputees have to 
just be restrained without any pain 
relief – the same situation that the 
whole world had to live with two 
centuries ago. 

There should be no need for 
this in the 21st century, where we 
have effective and relatively cheap 
analgesic drugs. So many countries 
in sub-Saharan Africa are clearly not 
developed as we know it, but for a 
relatively tiny financial investment 
and a little thinking out of the box, 
this situation can be very easily 
reversed to give people at least the 

basic animal and human 
right to pain relief.  

One of the 
reasons 

our 

troops are still in Afghanistan is to 
prevent the illicit trade in opiates 
to the developed world. Opiate 
addiction creates societal problems 
all over the developed world, 
impacting on global budgets, and 
unfortunately inflicting a substantial 
human health toll. Huge amounts 
of opiates from Afghanistan are 
impounded or seized and then 
destroyed. 

With the political will and some 
cross faculty, multi-disciplinary input, 
we could put these powerful pain 
relievers, such as morphine and 
fentanyl, in the hands of trained 
medical and nursing staff in Africa. 
With some joined up thinking 
between the law enforcement 
agencies, the biomedical/
pharmaceutical sector and the 
military – who can make sure that 
simultaneously the drugs get into the 
right hands and illicit supplies to the 
developed world are strangled – we 
can make a massive difference to our 
fellow human beings in sub-Saharan 
Africa. 

With intellect and drive, we 
can make a difference in effecting 
constructive change in these massive 
societal problems and in the broader 
goal of restoring civilisation to a 
troubled continent. 

Painful truths
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Food

Super tasting 
tomatoes

Scientists have come up with a recipe for the ultimate super tasting 
tomatoes by increasing levels of specific odorant molecules, they 
reported at AAAS meeting in Boston in February 2013. The better 
tasting tomatoes contain higher levels of volatile compounds that 
make the tomatoes taste sweeter and so more attractive to eat for 
consumers, said Harry Klee, professor of horticultural sciences at the 
University of Florida, US. These compounds have often been bred out of 
modern high yielding tomatoes varieties to the detriment of taste. 

‘Sweetness is much more than the amount of sugars in the 
tomatoes,’ Klee explained. ‘What we have shown is that there is a cross 
modality between smell and taste.’ While the better tasting tomatoes 
do not contain any more sugar, the presence of certain volatile 
odorants affects the way they are perceived by the brain so they taste 
sweeter. 

Around 400 volatile compounds are known in tomatoes, derived 
by breakdown of various specific carotenoid compounds that give the 
fruits their red colour, Klee said. To find out which ones were important 
for better tasting tomatoes, the researchers created a number of 
mutant tomatoes in which the genes for production of different 
carotenoids were knocked out, then tested them in consumer taste 
trials. From this, they were able to create a recipe or volatile profile for 
the best tasting tomatoes for the average consumer, Klee continued.

The group has already produced batches of the tomatoes in the 
field and says they should be available for production by home growers 
and small scale farmers within a year. However, an ‘industrial scale 
tomato’ variety will be longer in coming and will probably see more 
incremental improvements, Klee says.

The group is currently looking for a commercial partner to develop 
the idea at industrial scale. However, the big challenge will be to 
improve yields to levels that are more attractive for larger scale 
producers, Klee continued.

Meanwhile, if people want to enjoy tomatoes at their best he 
advises consumers never ever to refrigerate them as this stops 
irreversibly the synthesis of the volatile odorant molecules.
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