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On the Upswing
Nutraceuticals and Functional Foods are Battling Chronic Diseases

The bad news is that the chronic diseases of
aging and life-style are on the rise; the good
news is that consumers have access to a grow-
ing arsenal of products designed to combat
medical conditions like coronary heart disease,
high blood pressure and diabetes. As the popu-
lation ages it becomes more and more health
conscious and expects not only treatment but
also prevention. Consumers these days under-
stand that food is a valuable tool for manag-
ing and preventing disease.

The market for nutraceuticals and functional
foods is growing rapidly. “Natural” food
additives are more readily being accepted into
the market which is reflected in premium
prices that customers are willing to pay.
According to a report from Nutrition Business
Journal (NBJ), sales of functional foods in the
US reached some US$ 18.5 billion in 2001, rep-
resenting 3.7% of a total food market worth
US$ 503 billion. Annual growth for the sector
was forecast at between 5% and 7% in the US
over the next four years, with sales hitting
around US$ 31 billion by 2010. Although no
specific statistics are available for the Chinese
functional food market yet, The People’s Daily
reported that the total sales of Chinese health-
related foods were about US$ 6.2 billion in
2000. Experts agree that the Chinese market for
quality functional foods will continue to grow
at an exponential rate over the next five years,
consistent with rising incomes and aging popu-
lation in China’s urban areas.

In China, the concept of functional foods has
been part of the country’s culture for centuries.
People have always believed that a balanced
diet and some herbal foods are therapeutic. A
medicated diet is rooted in an Asian tradition,
but many of the necessary ingredients for func-

tional foods or dietary supplements were still
imported in the year 2000 instead of produc-
ing them locally.

There are concerns however that the
nutraceutical and functional foods market -
particularly in China - is plagued by a lack of
detailed quality controls. Quality is an absolute
prerequisite for staying in business and the
Chinese government is getting tough on
quality now!

The State Drug Administration (SDA),
China’s equivalent of the US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA), and the Chinese
Ministry of Public Health (MPH) laid down
policies for Good Manufacturing Processes
(GMPs) and Good Agricultural Processes
(GAPs).  These government-sponsored
guidelines are now coming to fruition and are
also paving the way for the particularly
lucrative export market for nutraceuticals and
functional foods.

Experts agree that safety testing equivalent
to the Phase I clinical trials for pharmaceutical
products is necessary when dealing with
nutraceuticals.

Initiating a nutraceuticals program for
diabetes
Through a combination of ongoing research in
n a t u r a l  p r o d u c t  c h e m i s t r y  a n d  i t s
understanding of diseases’ modes of action,
Bicoll regularly identifies plants that could
readily be applied as nutraceuticals. To identify
such plants, Bicoll carries out tests by itself or
in industry co-operations or screens prior sci-
entific work that has been published. Scientific
articles often investigated local food additives
from some regions in India and China for its
supposed beneficial effects. In many cases,
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though, the scientists gave up subsequent
research due to a lack of the adequate
technology for further analysis. Bicoll does
have the technology to carry the research one
step further. In one example, Bicoll had initial
clues about a plant ingredient that would have
beneficial effects for patients suffering from
diabetes. Thus, the company set up a research
project and uses its know-how in natural

product chemistry to identify the active
compounds and then take further necessary
development steps. The identification of the
active compounds would pave the way to pat-
ent protection and the use as nutraceutical or
pharmaceutical.

Apart from cholesterol reduction, cardiovas-
cular disease, and osteoporosis, diabetes is one
of the most attractive targets for nutraceuticals.
With more than one million new cases per year,
diabetes has reached epidemic proportions in
the US. A similar alarming trend exists in
China. The World Health Organisation (WHO)
expects the number of people with diabetes to
rise from 177 million today to 370 million in
2030 worldwide.

Bicoll’s project took an interesting turn: the
substance did not only show positive effects
on diabetes type II (also known as adult onset
or non-insulin-dependent diabetes), but was

also lowering patients’ cholesterol levels, had
preventive effects on the metabolic system for
the case of a high fat diet and decreasing effect
on blood-glucose level as well as the regula-
tion of glucose levels in affected organs. In
contrast to existing oral anti-diabetics, which
only reduce blood glucose levels, the additional
effect on fat metabolism is extremely desirable
and novel. These effects are especially

interesting for preventive use in nutraceuticals.
In the context of globalisation, it has become

a matter of survival for many industries in
Europe and North America to consider a
strategic presence in China - the sector of
nutraceuticals and functional foods makes no
exception. As a forerunner, Bicoll has used its
expertise in pharmaceutical research and its
intercultural network as a Sino-German
biopharmaceutical company to tap into this
dynamic development, offering tremendous
market opportunities if done correctly.
Recently Bicoll has been approached by several
Western companies requesting advice on their
possible entry into China. We take this as proof
that it pays to stay one step ahead of our com-
petitors as we expect more and more other
foreign companies will try to gain access into
the dynamic Chinese market.  �
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P R O F I L E
The “Bicoll Group” is the first Sino-German biopharmaceutical enterprise. It was founded in 2001 with two legal entities: Bicoll
GmbH in Munich, Germany, and Bicoll Biotechnology (Shanghai) Co. Ltd. in Zhangjiang High Tech Park, P.R. China. Technology
development, cooperation management and marketing are functions in Munich, while facilities for research and development are
located in Shanghai. The company is specialized in high-tech natural product chemistry with a focus to make compounds from
natural resources compatible with drug discovery systems in modern drug research.

I N S I G H T
Nutraceuticals and functional foods are food components that provide demonstrated physiological benefits or reduce the risk of
chronic disease, above and beyond their basic nutritional functions. A functional food is similar to a conventional food, while a
nutraceutical is isolated from a food and sold in dosage form, in both cases the active components occur naturally in the food.
Cholesterol reduction, cardiovascular disease and osteoporosis are the most attractive targets for nutraceuticals, followed by child
development, high blood pressure, diabetes, gastrointestinal disorders, menopause and lactose intolerance.
By 2002 though, China had already evolved into one of the world’s top exporters of dietary supplements. External investment and
the liberalisation of economic policies have helped China to become the leading supplier of bulk vitamins, minerals and herbal
extracts to the Asia/Pacific region, with additional significant penetration into North America and European markets.




