The Problem with Trans Fat
By Lean Plate Club

Excerpt from Washington Post, Health section, February 25, 2003
During recent Web chats, two Lean Plate Club members reported scrutinizing the nutrition labels of what they considered to be healthful foods only to discover an undesirable ingredient: partially hydrogenated oils.

“Isn’t that trans fat? asked a member from Rockwall, Texas.

In fact, it is.

“Does that mean we should avoid it?” asked a member from Fairfax who found the same ingredient in her canola-based margarine.  “I usually go without a butter substitute on toast or in sandwiches, but my husband and two young children can’t live without it, and I want to find something healthy for them.”
And there’s the rub for consumers trying to eat smart.  Food manufacturers are not required to divulge how much trans fat, considered as bad as if not worse, than saturated fat, is in their products.  In 1999 the FDA proposed a rule to list trans fats on labels.

Found naturally in dairy products and meats, trans fatty acids are also produced during the processing that improves the stability and lengthens the shelf life of vegetable and fish oils.  Among the leading food sources of trans fat are margarine, salad dressings and baked goods such as crackers, pastries, and cookies.

Numerous studies suggest that trans fats raise heart disease risk by boosting levels of blood cholesterol-particularly the most deleterious cholesterol, low density lipoprotein (LDL).  That also can lead to undesirable ratios of “good” vs. “bad” cholesterol in the blood.  In issuing the latest nutritional recommendations last year, the National Academy of Sciences suggested that trans fat intake should be as low as possible and concluded that “there are no data available to indicate a health benefit from consuming fatty acids.”

Here’s what experts recommend to help minimize consumption of trans fats:

Reach for healthy fats whenever possible.  Two good options for cooking and salad dressings are canola oil and olive oil, according to the Am. Heart Association’s Nutrition Committee (http://www.americanheart.org/presenter.jhtml?identifier=4776)

Choose low-fat foods.  Among the other foods high in trans fats are French fries and breaded frozen fish sticks.  Products that have three grams or less of fat per serving “probably will be pretty safe,” says Margo Wootan, nutrition policy director at the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), the District-based consumer group that has been leading the charge against fatty acids.

Pick a tub of margarine over a stick.  And then look for one that has “no more than two grams of saturated fat per tablespoon and with liquid vegetable oil as the first ingredient,” according to the AHA nutrition committee.  Some products also now note on their labels that they are free of trans fats.
