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fat. In an authoritative review of
saturated fats published in the
American Journal of Clinical
Nutrition (September 2004), palm
oil was referred to as palmitic-
oleic-rich. This is an important
differentiation more so since most
of the palm-based oils that reach
the USA is liquid palm olein,
which is mostly unsaturated oleic
acid and saturated palmitic acid.
This natural combination, when
consumed at the recommended
levels of fat intake, has been
shown to be a neutral fat for
cholesterol metabolism and
regulation.

Most campaigns against palm
oil completely ignore these
findings and focus on palmitic
acid as an isolated saturated fatty
acid that increases blood
cholesterol levels. Surely our diets
are not based on individual fatty
acids but on a complex mixture
of fats and all classes of fatty
acids. In the American diet,
palmitic is the major saturated
fatty acid, but it is not from palm
oil but instead from red meat,
pork, poultry, dairy fat and
processed foods. The contribution
of palm oil to the American diet
remains extremely low (< 2%
energy) and any attempts to
reduce the overall saturated fat
intake in the American diet
should primarily target the above-
mentioned sources rather than
palm oil.

There is definitely an element
of concern from many sectors of
the American food industry that
the void created by the removal
of hydrogenated (trans) fat would
be rapidly be filled by palm oil. In
fact, this may not be such an
adverse switch at all, since food
technologists have demonstrated
that current solid fat formulations
redesigned with palm oil have less
cholesterol raising fatty acids than
the hydrogenated fats (for this,
you need to count both saturated
and TFA in the hydrogenated
product). This primary advantage

will not be available to the
American consumer because of
the prejudice against palm oil.
Indeed, if the drive is towards a
more healthy choice, there is
ample evidence for the beneficial
partnership between palm oil and
the other monounsaturated and
polyunsaturated oils, especially
soyabean oil. At this stage and
because of the constant battery
of prejudicial propaganda against
palm oil, it would take a very
brave and responsible corporate
citizen in the American food
industry to make the switch.
There are already many such
advocates but they await in the
wings for solid support from you,
the consumer!

If, the American food industry
is to be regulated towards
minimizing the use of
hydrogenated fat and if it still
wishes to shun palm oil for its
solid fat formulations, what
realistic choice does it really
have? A number of corporations
have begun toying with an
alternate fat modification
technique which involves fully
hydrogenating a liquid oil into a
solid saturated stearic-acid block
(they claim zero trans for this)
and then interesterifying (IE) this
preparation with the native liquid
oil. Health claims that will be
made for such a product include
high in stearic acid but not blood
cholesterol rising. Are these new
modified fats really safe?

You have been educated to
count calories in the foods you
eat. The new process will require
you to learn about triglyceride
molecules that have an equally
important but yet poorly
understood role in cholesterol
regulation and heart disease risk.
The problem is that the human
body and its cascade of metabolic
enzymes are conditioned to
rapidly recognize natural
triglylyceride molecules, which are
then broken down and
repackaged for precise metabolic

functions. The proposed fat
modification process will generate
a number of triglyceride species
that can only be classified as alien
(unnatural) with their real value
and effects yet to be ascertained.
This surely rings a bell – partially
hydrogenated fats contain TFA,
many of them unnatural fatty
acid isomers, and we all now
understand their disastrous effects
on health. Who is to say that the
IE fats would not be equally
unhealthy?

The final option today would
be to go natural. In this context,
palm oil presents a neutral choice.
The final choice should be up to
you as the consumer. Do not let
prejudice within the commercial
world blind an opportunity to
design and choose a healthy fat
for the future. Palm oil with its
versatile composition will play a
positive health role in designing
fats for the future. Palm oil will
never completely replace
soyabean oil as the major edible
oil in the USA. Since soyabean
and other liquid oils cannot be
hydrogenated, a marriage among
these commodity oils will provide
a healthier option. In this
marriage, palm oil has a
functionality task to provide the
solid fat content in most of the
solid fats that are the mainstay of
current American culinary habits.
Despite this important role, palm
oil will actually remain a minor
component of such reformulated
food products. The advantage,
rather than disadvantage, is the
fact that palm oil/olein now has a
proven record of neutrality
towards plasma lipids and CHD
risk and the above proposed
marriage would only serve to
improve the overall fatty acid
profile of the Americans, possibly
moving closer to the magical Step
1 diet advocated by the American
Heart Association.
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