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Could taking collagen pills ease your creaky joints? Suffering from arthritic joints? At the moment, pain relief or, as a last resort, surgery are the only options conventional medicine has to offer you and the other 8.5 million Britons affected by osteoarthritis. No wonder, then, that many people turn to alternative remedies to try to alleviate the pain and discomfort. These include treatments such as acupuncture, or supplements such as glucosamine - both of which have conflicting research reports about their effectiveness. Another popular option is collagen. This is the ingredient that gives our skin elasticity and stops wrinkles. It's also found in bones, joints, muscle and other connective tissue, including cartilage (giving it its strength and elasticity). Osteoarthritis occurs when the cartilage breaks down, causing bones to rub directly on each other. In young people cartilage regenerates at a rapid rate, but by the age of 30 this process of regeneration has slowed down and the thickness of cartilage around the joints begins to thin. Repetitive sports, being overweight or leading a sedentary lifestyle exacerbate the process. The theory is that collagen supplements can help maintain or even replace lost cartilage. However, until now, there has been no real scientific proof either that collagen can work to repair human cartilage, or how it works. 'Many of my patients ask about collagen, and whether it is an effective treatment of osteoarthritis,' says Professor Kuntal Chakravarty, a consultant rheumatologist at the Nuffield Health Brentwood Hospital. 'They may even say that they have used it and that it works well for them. You may even think that if your cartilage is largely made up of collagen, then taking collagen supplements must help to preserve it. 'But there is no proof that ingesting a substance means it will find its way to your joints and do its work there. 'Over the years there have been some trials, but they have either been in the laboratory, on animals or on young athletes whose bodies are already at the peak of their restorative phase.' Now, however, the makers of a new collagen product are claiming that two research findings prove not only that taking a supplement does help in the repair of joint tissue in older patients, but also it goes some way to explain how it happens. The main ingredient in the product is collagen hydrolosate - a processed form of collagen powder mixed in water, said to bemore easily digested than unprocessed collagen.



Researchers at Harvard Medical school and Tufts Medical Centre in Boston, in the U.S., evaluated 30 patients over the age of 48 with arthritis of the knee. The patients were divided into random groups; half of them took collagen hydrolosyte and the other group a placebo. The patients underwent an MRI scan at one week, 24 weeks and at 48 weeks. Laboratory studies suggested the supplement 'stimulates the renewed synthesis of the cartilage', said the researchers. Pat Jones, 68, a former Olympic hurdler, has been taking the supplement since September last year. Now a dog agility trainer, she has suffered from osteoarthritis of her left knee for more than a decade and was becoming dependent on pain killers to give her enough mobility to walk her dogs. She was worried that she would soon no longer be able to work as a dog trainer. 'I have taken many supplements over the years - but nothing helped,' says Pat, from Woking, surrey. 'If I walked for 20 minutes, I was in dreadful pain for several hours afterwards. 'I didn't want to undergo knee surgery, because it is a major operation, but for the first time I was beginning to think about it. 'Within a week of starting, I thought I was simply having a good run because my recovery rate after going for a walk was shorter than it had been. But the improvement carried on, and suddenly I was able to walk the dogs for two hours a day. 'At Christmas, I stopped taking painkillers for the first time in ten years. I still have the odd bad day, but they are few and far between. I have also noticed that my knee is much less swollen than it had been before.' However, despite these results, medics are still cautioning against acceptance of collagen as definitive treatment for osteoarthritis. 'The Harvard study is very small scale,' says Professor Chakravarty. 'We still need a much larger-scale study before we can think about accepting collagen as a useful treatment for the condition. 'My position remains that if my patients want to take collagen as a supplement, then I won't discourage them. But I won't be encouraging them, either.'
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