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Sweet & Corny

There has been almost as much high fructose corn syrup (HFCS) in the news lately as there is in our food.  The recent preoccupation, which includes coverage on network evening news, Time Magazine, and the New York Times, derives in part from a newly launched ad campaign by the Corn Refiners Association (help yourself to it here: http://www.sweetsurprise.com/seeourads.php), built around the message that HFCS is fundamentally the same as sugar and thus “fine in moderation.”  That ad campaign, in turn, is the result of a recent FDA decision that HFCS may be called “natural.”  

Is HFCS natural?  Is it the same as sugar?  Is it fine in moderation?   Are the slightly sweet and somewhat corny ads telling the truth?  Yes, and no, to all of the above.

High fructose corn syrup has natural origins, but it gets a bit of help from chemists to wind up in its common form.  When corn is milled, corn starch is produced.  Corn starch can be converted into corn syrup using enzymes.  Corn syrup is naturally rich in glucose.  Additional enzymatic steps convert the glucose to fructose.  Corn syrup enriched with fructose is then mixed with corn syrup high in glucose to produce the desired ratio of one to the other; some “high” fructose corn syrup preparations are higher in fructose than others.

The method for producing HFCS was first devised in the 1950s, and refined for commercial use in the 1960s.   HFCS started to show up in soft drinks in the 1970s.


Why all the bother?  Money, primarily.  There are tariffs in the US that raise the price of imported sugar, produced from sugar cane or beets.  And there are subsidies that lower the cost of corn, and products derived from corn.  HFCS is a cheaper source of sugar…than sugar.


But is it just like sugar?  The sugar we all know is called sucrose, molecules of glucose and fructose joined together.  So there is fructose in good old table sugar, too; in a one-to-one ratio with glucose.  Our bodies have enzymes that break sucrose down into its component parts as we digest it.

Over recent decades, we have witnessed worsening epidemics of obesity and diabetes in the United States, and increasingly the world.  Over that same period, we have consumed more and more high-fructose corn syrup as it has been introduced into more and more processed foods.  The temptation to link the two has been strong, and some nutrition experts have done so.  

One of the arguments has been that HFCS has different metabolic effects than sugar.  In particular, fructose does not trigger an insulin release the way glucose does, and it has also been associated with a lower release of leptin, a hormone that triggers fullness.  Thus, the argument goes, HFCS will tend to fill us up less than table sugar, encouraging us to overconsume.

But the most recent and strongest research tends to belie that contention.  There are some subtle differences in the metabolism of HFCS and sucrose, but they don’t seem to matter all that much.  The net effect on appetite, satiety (fullness), hormones, blood sugar levels, blood insulin levels, and blood lipid levels are very similar.  Gram for gram, the difference between HFCS and sugar is not worth talking about.

And yet, I have come to indict rather than exonerate HFCS.  That indictment is based on three considerations, courtesy of Shakespeare, Aesop, and the father of toxicology, Paracelsus.


Shakespeare famously asked in Romeo & Juliet, “what’s in a name?”  The answer is, sometimes quite a lot.  Everyone knows that sugar is sugar.  But until recently, most people probably didn’t know what high-fructose corn syrup was.  One of the hazards of HFCS is that people being careful about their sugar intake might overlook sugar by this common alias.  The word is now out, and this problem is less acute, but I think it has caused real mischief over the years.  Many other aliases for added sugar still do, by the way.


Aesop famously concluded in the Ass and his Purchaser that we are “judged by the company we keep.”  That, too, is a liability for HFCS.  Whereas sugar, due perhaps partly to the fact that its name gives its presence away and partly to its higher cost, tends to be added to foods only when sweetness is expected, HFCS keeps rather dubious company.  It is often found in the more processed items in our food supply, and all too often in foods we don’t even think of as sweet- such as pasta sauces, salad dressings, and even chips.  

Finally, and most damningly, Paracelsus said “the dose makes the poison,”  a wise observation implying that small enough doses of almost anything can be tolerated, whereas high enough doses of just about anything can be hazardous.  Oxygen, for instance, is vital to our existence- but lethal in high concentrations for an extended period of time.

From my perspective, what makes HFCS a public health hazard is not that it is "worse" than sugar matched gram to gram, but that its presence in the food supply has driven up the total grams of sugar the average American eats.  The dose makes the poison.
In their ads, the Corn Refiners say that HFCS is natural, and fine in moderation.  I won’t debate the FDA over the “natural” designation, but let’s just note that natural doesn’t mean good for us.  Arsenic is natural.

As for moderation, it has long since left the premises.  HFCS is all but ubiquitous in our food supply, in all too copious amounts.

Too many calories and too much sugar- ANY kind of sugar- is bad for a nation subject to epidemic obesity and diabetes.  And the scientific evidence that exonerates HFCS of being worse for us than sugar just as clearly indicates it is certainly no better for us!  And thus, on the weight of the available evidence- I oppose the weighty prominence of HFCS in our food supply.   I think you should, too.
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