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MEMO FROM MFJ

Making a Difference 101

housands of heart

attack, stroke, diabe-

tes, and cancer deaths
is a dear price to pay every
year for trans-fat-spiked
and over-salted foods,
increased obesity rates, and
low intake of fruits and veg-
etables.

On New Year’s Eve,
Prime Minister Harper
boasted that setting
targets to reduce sodium
consumption in Canada
was among 14 domestic
“accomplishments” in
2010.

A few weeks later, the
Globe and Mail observed
that the Minister of
Health had decom-
missioned her Sodium
Working Group in early
December, which pre-
vented the group from
pressing the government to implement its
sodium-reduction strategy. The Minister also
bowed to food industry pressure to weaken its
sodium targets, the paper noted. Oops.

It’s not just sodium.

In 2006, the Trans Fat Task Force recom-
mended that the govenment use its regula-
tory powers to get partially hydrogenated
oils—which contain artery-clogging trans
fat—out of the food supply once and for
all. Since then, the government has pretty
much done nothing. And while it’s true
that trans fat levels in foods have declined
since 2006, even Health Canada’s optimistic
estimate of lower trans fat intake means that
trans still kills 1,000 to 2,000 Canadians
every year.

When it comes to saving tens of thousands
of lives, the Federal Government seems intent
on taking the longest time possible to do
the least. So we shouldn’t be surprised that
it’s also doing little to help Canadians avoid
other—admittedly less damaging—risks.

The Health Minister missed a great
opportunity to lower sodium throughout
the grocery store.

A few examples:

B Many Canadians are allergic—sometimes
deathly so—to foods like shellfish, nuts, and
wheat. Yet the federal regulation that requires
labels to list allergens in plain language isn’t
much of an advance. If the government really
wanted to prevent allergic reactions, it would
require allergens to be flagged in bold lettering.

M Last spring, Health Cana-
da finally acknowledged

the scientific evidence
showing that artificial

food dyes can exacerbate
attention-deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder (ADHD) in
children. But its proposal to
better label the presence of
the dyes—which are only
used to make foods look
more appealing—is a recipe
for ineffectiveness. If the gov-
ernment really wanted to help
kids with ADHD, it would ban
artificial food dyes.

W Last month, Health Canada pooh-poohed a
petition by the Centre for Science in the Pub-
lic Interest—the non-profit publisher of Nutri-
tion Action Healthletter—that called on the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration to ban the use
of “ammonia process caramel” as an artificial
colouring in cola beverages and other foods.
(Ammonia process caramel colouring is also
used in Canada.) Yet compelling evidence
links the colouring to cancer deaths in labora-
tory animals. If the government really wanted to
protect people from cancer, it would ban ammonia
process caramel colouring.

If the government really wanted to make
a difference—saving lives and money—on
sodium, trans fat, allergens, whatever, it would
need to do things that really made a difference.
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