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State Senator Ellen Karcher (D) of New Jersey, following the lead of New York City Health Commissioner Dr. Tom Frieden, recently proposed a statewide ban on trans fat use by restaurants.  In response, she received death threats.
Apparently, some New Jersey residents were so aggrieved by the notion that their inalienable right to consume a toxic and unnecessary food additive might be threatened, that they threatened to kill a legislator properly using the procedures of the very government that confers and protects their rights -inalienable and otherwise-  in the first place.  

Maybe Senator Karcher should take off the gloves and perform a similar end run around the mechanisms of democracy and just warn people that if they use trans fat, she will kill them.  Admittedly, that might be a tad politically incorrect.  But it would certainly level the playing field, and eliminate all doubt as to the lethal potential of this substance.
There should be none now.  The science implicating trans fat in raising the risk of serious chronic disease is essentially iron clad.  As summarized in recent review articles in the journal Atherosclerosis, among others, trans fat has been shown to raise blood markers of inflammation, adversely affect blood lipid levels, and damage the lining of blood vessels.  Population studies suggest a strong link between trans fat intake and the risk of heart disease, diabetes, and cancer.  It is, in a word, poison.

Trans fat was first introduced into the food supply in an apparently innocent attempt to reduce the adverse effects and mimic the desirable commercial properties –stability and high melting point- of saturated fats. The trans fat era was ushered in by food packages that boldly proclaimed “no tropical oils!” which had in turn been introduced in the late 1980s to replace highly saturated animal fats. Palm kernel oil, and coconut oil are among the very few highly-saturated plant oils, and about as bad for health as the animal fats they replaced.

Eventually, and without much help from food labels, the word about “tropical oils” got out.  In 1990, the Council on Scientific Affairs of the American Medical Association published a position statement calling for clear disclosure to the public that tropical oils were highly saturated, and potentially dangerous.  


With the writing on the wall, if not the food package, the creative food industry solution was to invent a new kind of fat.  

An industrial process called partial hydrogenization produces trans fat.  The trans configuration causes fat molecules to pack closely together, resulting in the desirable commercial properties found in saturated fat.  Regrettably, while trans fat reliably extends the shelf life of foods, it clearly shortens the shelf life of people eating those foods- and more so than saturated fat.
Which would seem to suggest we should get rid of the stuff.  But attempts to do so, by the likes of Senator Karcher and Dr. Frieden, run afoul of a conservative ideology that sees the whole enterprise as nanny-state meddling.  This is seriously misguided.
Consider if lead improved the texture of ice cream, arsenic made French fries crispier, or a dollop of dioxin gave your salad dressing extra zest.  Would it be acceptable to add these known poisons to our food?  Should you, as the consumer, need to inquire about them at every restaurant?

Like dioxin, trans fat contributes to cancer risk.  Like lead, arsenic, and mercury, trans fat is a slow poison.  Chefs are not permitted to explore the culinary properties of known poisons in their recipes, and nobody seems to be railing against it. Trans fat, quite simply, should be added to the list.  And if that doesn’t satisfy the anti-nanny-state ideologues who want to kill themselves slowly, and Senator Karcher quickly, consistency demands they start clamoring for the deregulation of lead any time now.  

If not, they should back away from this issue.  The ill effects of trans fat to date are an inadvertent transgression.  Perpetuating them now that the evidence has been gathered would be a willful one.  
As for rights, I’m nobody’s nanny, but I am somebody’s parent.  I don’t mind if trans fat is an on-request addition to the dishes of competent adults favorably disposed toward dietary toxins.  But they should have to ask to have them added, rather than requiring the rest of us to ask to have them removed.  The inalienable rights of others to undisclosed poisons in their food end where concealed threats to the well-being of my children- and yours- begin.
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