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W
e are a nation of obese peo-
ple. Estimates place more
than 60 percent of us in this
category. The incidence of
obesity has tripled in the

past twenty years, with the bulk of the increase
occurring in children and adolescents.

More disturbing however, is this epidemic of
obesity has been accompanied by correspon-
ding jumps in the incidence of type II dia-
betes, hypertension, coronary artery disease,
auto immune diseases, non-alcoholic liver dis-
ease (a leading cause of liver failure and trans-
plantation) and cancer.

Indeed, as a practicing gastroenterologist
and internist for the past three decades, I have
had to deal with these problems on a daily
basis and it is becoming increasingly difficult
to see an end in sight. As physicians, and as a
society, we are being severely constrained in
dealing with this alarming problem by a bro-
ken health care system that cannot meet our
current needs, let alone the forthcoming del-
uge of patients who are becoming sick as a
direct result of the obesity epidemic.

Fortunately, recent research on the effects of
certain fats and oils on cellular metabolism
may be the key to a solution to this epidemic
saving us all from many of these diseases, thus
producing huge savings for society.

The fats and oils to which I refer are known
as trans-fatty acids and appear on ingredient
labels of food packaging as partially-hydro-
genated soy oil, fractionated vegetable oil, cot-
tonseed oil and palm kernel oil. These oils
have been demonstrated to produce most of
the metabolic alterations in the cell. These fats
and oils play key roles in the development of
insulin resistance, obesity, hypertension,
inflammatory and neoplastic disease. They act
as if they were very fine grains of sand that are
sprinkled into the workings of a fine Swiss
watch - eventually the watch will be unable to
keep time accurately and fail to work altogeth-
er. In the cell, where the workings are infinitely
more complex and interrelated, a series of dis-
ruptions occur that can go on to produce the
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changes necessary to promote the diseases of
the epidemic.

Industry has placed these oils in our food to
enhance flavor, texture and freshness. They
prolong shelf life and allow for more central-
ized or regionalized manufacturing and distri-
bution of product. These are heuristic prac-
tices designed to improve efficiency, through-
put and profit - all reasonable goals for any
corporate endeavor. Certainly, when partially
hydrogenated oils were first introduced into
the food manufacturing process, they seemed
harmless enough. After all, they were derived
from natural sources (soy, cottonseed and
palm), so it appeared highly unlikely they
could be harmful.

But - powerful research has proven other-
wise. Many activist groups and legislators have
recognized this and have tried to have these
partially hydrogenated trans-fats be more con-
spicuously labeled on the Nutrition Facts pan-
els that are on every food product. Industry
has adamantly opposed this effort, labeling the
uproar over these oils and fats as hype, or
media-produced hysteria. Indeed it seems that
we are seeing a repeat of the scenario identical
to that of the effort against the tobacco com-
panies. Unlike the dilemma those companies
faced, food companies have access to healthy
alternative oils, such as canola and olive oil,
which can be substituted in many of these
products without sacrificing the salable prop-
erties of the dangerous oils.

Wouldn’t it be a refreshing change to see
industry eliminate these oils and introduce
healthier oils? At the very least label them so
consumers can make better choices. A major
educational program about these dangerous
oils could be instituted in our schools support-
ed by industry grants. The PR would be enor-
mous - industry actually being pro-active
rather than resistant. The savings to industry’s
bottom line in its health care costs alone
would more than pay for the costs of placing
healthier oils in our food; in addition to the

savings achieved by avoiding the legal costs of
a prolonged media and legislative battle.

The challenge for a new corporate respon-
siveness in meeting the greatest health prob-
lem of this new century is clear, immediate,
and easily met - all that is required is a little
initiative.
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