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Coffee – 
beneficial or 
harmful?
COFFEE has long been controversial as to whether 
or not it is beneficial or harmful. The answer lies 
in knowing how to make the healthiest and most 
ethical cup of coffee.

By Dr Persephone Burleton, Ph.D, Modern Healing

Coffee has been 
linked to a 15% 
reduced risk of 
cardiovascular 
disease. 

much caffeine may also increase the 
risk of acid reflux and worsen stomach 
ulcers, thyroid issues or hormonal 
imbalances, which is why only limited 
amounts of caffeine are recommended 
to pregnant women. Since caffeine is 
a mild diuretic, it can flush out minerals 
from the body, especially calcium, 
which may lead to the formation of 
kidney stones or osteoporosis.

Everyone has a different tolerance to 
caffeine, so it is important to gauge 
for yourself how much caffeine is 
the correct amount for you, as the 
optimal amount for you can help to 
eliminate many of these side effects.

Coffee and toxins
The natural way to grow coffee is in 
the shade of trees. However, since 
the demand of coffee is extremely 
high, farmers have resorted to 
growing coffee in the sun. Taking 
these plants away from their natural 
habitat significantly increases the 
need for pesticides.

Additionally, since coffee beans are 
often grown in areas that lack laws 
prohibiting dangerous pesticides, 
like Africa and South America, 
coffee beans are often loaded with 
pesticides, insecticides, fertilizer, 
herbicides and fungicides. These 
chemicals have been found to be very 
harmful and carcinogenic to our health 
and have a negative environmental 
impact. Roasting beans can eliminate 
some pesticides, but not all of them. 

Some people are also concerned that 
coffee beans may also contain types 
of mold, called mycotoxins, along 
with acrylamide, a known cancer-
causing chemical. While mycotoxins 
and acrylamide can indeed be very 
harmful for our health, the levels 

Coffee is the most popular drink 
in the world, and the second 
most tradable commodity after 
oil, yielding around seven billion 
pounds in profits a year. 

Undeniable benefits
It may be surprising to discover 
that coffee is actually loaded with 
nutrients. It contains a sufficient 
amount of daily B vitamins and 
minerals needed by our body. Most 
importantly, coffee contains high 
amount of polyphenols, which 
is what gives coffee that unique 
flavour and aroma. Polyphenols are 
plant-based nutrients that have vast 
antioxidant and anti-inflammatory 
effects, which boost our heart health, 
lower our blood pressure and lower 
triglycerides. This may explain why 
coffee has been linked to a 15% 
reduced risk of cardiovascular disease. 

Coffee drinkers also have up to 
67% lower risk of developing Type 
2 Diabetes, according to the Journal 
of American Medicine, along with 
a significantly lower risk of liver 
disease. In addition, coffee can 
boost our metabolism, improve the 
good bacteria in our gut, lessen 
constipation and prevent the 
formation of gallstones.

This may explain why researchers 
also found that people who drink 
coffee had a much lower risk of 
dying. Studies show that four cups 
of coffee a day appears to be the 
amount with the most benefits.

Although decaffeinated coffee 
removes about 95% of caffeine from 
coffee, studies have shown it does 
not contain the same health benefits 
of regularly caffeinated coffee.

Brain boost from coffee
The polyphenols in coffee may also 
improve our brain activity. Coffee 
can boost our mood and lower 
our risk of depression. Coffee has 
been shown in several studies to 
outperform prescribed drugs for 
ADHD and other learning disabilities, 
as it strongly improves cognitive 
ability and focus. Many other studies 
have shown from the past few years 
that coffee drinkers have up to 65% 
lower risk of developing Alzheimer’s 
disease, and up to 60% lower risk of 
Parkinson’s disease.

Caffeine side-effects
Coffee remains one of our biggest 
sources of caffeine, a chemical that 
has both beneficial and harmful 
affects to our health. Caffeine works 
as a stimulant, as it blocks a chemical 
in your brain that makes you feel 
sleepy so that you feel more awake, 
allowing you to feel you have more 
energy and focus. 

Since caffeine has a half-life of six 
hours. If you drink coffee at 4pm, 
by 10pm half of the caffeine will still 
be in your blood. As a result, the 
blocked sleep chemicals will inhibit 
you from having a deeper sleep. This 
means you will wake up the next day 
feeling more tired, needing even 
more caffeine, possibly perpetuating 
a caffeine cycle. To prevent this, it’s 
important to consume coffee earlier 
in the day.

Caffeine can also become addictive 
and can lead to withdrawal symptoms, 
like headaches and brain fog. 
Furthermore, too much caffeine 
stimulates the release of adrenaline, 
which may induce temporary anxiety, 
jitteriness, insomnia, palpitations or an 
increased heart rate. Over time, too 
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found on coffee beans tends to be 
in trace amounts. The safest way to 
ensure you are not having any of 
these dangerous chemicals is by 
having darker roasted coffee beans 
from organic sources. 

Coffee farms and the 
environment
Growing coffee plants in the sun 
means that forests need to be cleared 
to have the land to grow them. Over 
2.5 million acres of forest in Central 
America so far have been cleared 
solely for coffee farming. In addition, 
extra water is needed for the plants 
spending extra time in the sun, which 
increases erosion on the soil. Just 
one cup of coffee contains beans 
that needed 140 litres of water to 
grow, according to UNESCO. Yet, the 
natural water in rivers near the coffee 
plants needed for water the plants are 
often contaminated with the discharge 
waste from the coffee plantations.

In addition, there are about twenty-
five million coffee farmers in the 
world mainly from poorer countries, 
however, only five companies buy 
almost half of all of the world’s supply 
of green coffee beans. These large 
corporations often end up exploiting 
coffee farmers since they can buy 
large quantities of coffee while 
paying much less for it. 

For more ethical coffee seek beans 
labelled ‘Fair trade’ or ‘Rainforest 
Alliance Certified.’ These coffee 
products are intended to help 
farmers get their ‘fair’ share and help 
protect the rainforests from being 
destroyed due to coffee farms. Also, 
use reusable cups and aim to buy 
from smaller retailers, as the bigger 
brands are generally the least ethical. 
Most organic coffee is grown in the 
shade of trees, which further helps 
to prevent deforestation and erosion 
from these coffee farms. Try to 

replace bleached white coffee filters 
with reusable, non-toxic filters, and 
avoid plastic, non-reusable pods. 
Not only is the plastic bad for the 
environment, but also the chemicals 
in the plastic when heated can leach 
directly into the coffee.

Beneficial and ethical 
coffee
The healthiest, least toxic and 
most ethical coffee beans are 
dark, organic with some sort of 
certification label to show it is 
ethically made with fair trade to 
farmers. Be sure that the beans have 
been stored in a cool, dry place. 
Fresh roasted coffee from darker 
beans contains less harmful toxins, 
oils and pesticides compared to 
French press, instant coffee or even 
decaffeinated coffee. Drip coffee 
contains least toxins from roasted 
beans, the same we obtain from 
cafés or from drip coffee machines.

To reduce blood sugar levels in 
our body avoid adding sugar or 
sweeteners. You may also want to 
consider switching to coconut milk 
instead of dairy milk, as dairy milk 
can also induce inflammation and 
allergens. The most ideal time to 
have a coffee is after breakfast or 
lunch, as it may reduce our blood 
sugar levels and not keep us too 
stimulated in the evening.

If we practice these steps and pay 
attention to the most optimal levels 
of caffeine for our body, we can 
further ensure a more medical and 
ethical cup of coffee.


