It’s easier than ever to be trans fat-free 
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Five years after banning smoking in restaurants, New York City has officially banned trans fats from restaurant foods. Between 2006 and 2008, New York’s health code phased out the use of artificial trans fats in restaurant baking and cooking oils, restricting trans fats to less than 0.5 grams of trans fat per serving by July 1 this year.                                                                                                             
The “Big Apple” was soon followed by Philadelphia; Brookline, Mass; King County, wash; and Montgomery County, Md.









On Friday, California became the first to ban artificial trans fats in food service and restuarants statewide.These moves make it easier for restaurants nationwide to ban trans fats on their own as food suppliers introduce trans-fat-free cooking fats and widespread use brings the costs within reach.
Consumers benefit because the lowered amounts of trans fats put restaurant fare in line with American Heart Association recommendations that personal trans fat intake not exceed 2 grams per day.









The notion that trans fat is unhealthy is a major turnaround from the time when processed trans fats were introduced as a healthier alternative to saturated animal fats such as lard and butter, said Delaine Furst, associate professor of food and nutrition at Indian River State College 
“Butter comes from an animal source so it has cholesterol,” said Furst. “We wanted to avoid cholesterol because it increases the risk of coronary heart disease.”




“But we didn’t want to pour vegetable oil on our toast, so we found a way to make unsaturated vegetable oil solid at room temperature and we created margarine,” she said. Clinical research since 1990 has proved it was not quite so healthy an alternative.




Like saturated fat, trans fat, or trans fatty acid, raises “low-down, lethal, lousy, low-density lipoprotein or LDL,” Furst said. But trans fat also does something saturated fat doesn’t. “It lowers happy, healthy, high density lipoprotein, HDL, the good cholesterol in your bloodstream.”

“The effect is — are you ready for this? It increases the risk of coronary heart disease. It causes plaque buildup in the arteries. And it increases the risk for Type II diabetes,” said Furst.
Trans fat also disrupts the development of essential fatty acids in our bodies that are essential to health and vital to brain development in babies, she said.




Furst explained the chemistry behind trans fats. “Trans fats are transformed,” she said. They are partially hydrogenated, which means a hydrogen atom is added to the carbon chain in a liquid fat. The hydrogenation process flips the carbon chain, changing its chemistry so the fat is solid at room temperature, she said.









Partially hydrogenated fats don’t break down or turn rancid as quickly as liquid oils, said Furst. That makes them much more cost-effective for commercial use such as in the restaurant industry. “The benefit of (fat) being solid is that it lasts longer and fries better,” said chef Debbie Midkiff, director of the Culinary Institute at Indian River State College. A fat that is solid at room temperature but which melts when heated may last for three days through 50 uses, she said. A comparable liquid fat might last only one day through 25 batches. And they cost more.


For many restaurants, that is cost-prohibitive, said Midkiff.





It is difficult to create good baked goods without partially hydrogenated fats. But demand from an area as large as New York City has caused suppliers to find alternatives to trans fat-laden solid fats.












Midkiff said Crisco has introduced several commercial shortenings made from combinations of vegetable oils that are not partially hydrogenated.





Suppliers are finding ways to create and commercialize a number of trans fat-free solid oils as market demand increases, said Midkiff.







“And now the prices are coming down,” she said. “Where ever the consumer goes, the supply chain follows.”











These new fats give restaurants across the country alternatives to baking and cooking with trans fats.











“When they passed the law in New York several years ago we started changing our recipes,” said Beth Novins, co-owner of Osceola Cafe in Stuart. “We changed all of our cookie recipes and we started cooking with olive and canola oil.”






Because of the restaurant’s emphasis on healthy foods, chef John Erickson also started to find substitutes for sugar, sweetening some recipes with fresh fruit purees. “We wanted to make everything more healthy,” said Novins.








We use olive oil and soy oil, no trans fats,” echoed chef Jon Bompartito, co-owner of A Touch of Brooklyn pizza and pasta in Fort Pierce.







Bompartito said they avoid using processed foods, which can be a source of trans fats and other unhealthy ingredients. “We use natural foods,” he said. “And I make all of my own dough. Same with my sauces.”










It is almost hard to find restaurants that are still serving food cooked with trans fat-laden oils, especially among chains that have stores in New York City.




According to the nutrition circulars on their Web sites, Dunkin Donuts’ menu is 100 percent trans fat-free. So is everything on the menu at KFC except chicken pot pies, biscuits and KFC Famous Bowls.











All but a handful of Subway items, such as the Double Meat & Cheese sub, are free of trans fats. Blimpie, McDonald’s, Arby’s and others are trans fat-free.




Burger King hopes to have all of its restaurants trans fat-free by the end of this year. Wendy’s is mostly trans fat-free, with the exception of several “Frosty” desserts and shakes and a few burgers including the ‘Triple Everything.”







Demand from large chains like these — Subway alone has almost 23,000 restaurants — has driven suppliers to come up with trans fat-free oil formulations. It also has driven down prices for these cooking oils.











The reduced cost brings trans fat-free oils within reach of the mom-and-pop restaurant.

EATING OUT











Although fried foods and baked goods were previously the main source of artificial trans fats, that no longer is a good rule of thumb. You have to ask.





Independent restaurants and small chains: Ask the server to find out if the foods are trans fat free. Do they fry or saute in liquid vegetable oil, olive oil or canola oil? Butter is trans-fat free, but high in saturated fats. According to BanTransFats.com, by 2007 hundreds of thousands of restaurants had started to switch from trans fats.







Chains: Check the nutritional menus from chain restaurants. Most are available online. 

TRANS FAT TIPS










To avoid trans fat in your own cooking, use liquid and healthy mono-unsaturated oils such as olive, canola and peanut oils. Or use polyunsaturated liquid vegetable oils such as corn oil, sunflower or soy oils.


Don’t overheat liquid oils. And don’t reuse them too many times. Continued use of the same oil also adds hydrogen atoms to the oil, partially hydrogenating it and creating trans fats. You can see the oil begin to turn cloudy after repeated use.





Use spray margarine and uses butter in buttercream frosting, not margarine.


Delaine Furst, associate professor of food and nutrition at Indian River State College

HOW IT STARTED











In 2003, a California organization, BanTransFat.com, sued Kraft Foods to force them to take the trans fats out of Oreo-brand cookies. They followed that with a trans-fat suit against McDonald’s. The company persuaded the restaurants in Tiburon, Calif., to voluntarily go trans-fat free in 2004, making Tiburon the first trans-fat-free city in the country. After visiting Tiburon, New York City officials voted to make the Big Apple trans-fat-free by July 1, 2008.

IT’S ON THE LABEL










Check the labels on products before you buy. One bag of cookies could be trans-fat free, while the box of cookies on the next shelf could contain trans fats.





In 2006, the Food & Drug Administration required food processors to list trans fats on the nutrition labels. Many margarines now are free of trans fats.





According to the FDA code, for a food processor to label a product as having “zero saturated fat,” the product must contain less than 0.5 g of saturated fat and less than 0.5 g trans fatty acids per serving size. Instead of dropping fat content, a few processors lowered the serving size to meet the guideline.

GOTCHA












In 2005, the Florida Department of Consumer Services made food processors clean up their respective acts by testing store-bought foods for trans fats, carbohydrates, calories and other nutrients listed on the food labels. They found that some products did not match the manufacturer’s claims. Florida Agriculture and Consumer Services Commissioner Charles Bronson promptly instituted random testing and label checks.

GOTCHA POLITICS










On May 28, Gov. Charlie Crist signed SB 2016 into law, reducing the inspection authority of the State Division of Hotels and Restaurants and pre-empting the ability of local governments to pass ordinances to require menu labeling.







Florida Department of Business & Professional Regulation and the Florida Restaurant & Lodging Association

Fully vs. Partially hydrogenated fats







According to the Mayo Clinic, “fully” hydrogenated oil doesn’t contain trans fat. However, if the label says just “hydrogenated” vegetable oil, that usually means the oil contains trans fat. Although small amounts of trans fat occur naturally in some meat and dairy products, it’s the trans fats in processed foods that seem to be more harmful.

