Olestra: Too
Good To Be True?

Researchers flush out
health risks of fake fat

By KATHLEEN FACKELMANN

may be crumbling. Olestra, the fat

substitute that tastes like the rich
stuff but has zero calories, has been
known to cause diarrhea, cramping, and
other nasty side effects in some people.
Now, scientists have added more serious
health risks to that list.

Olestra is the brainchild of Procter &
Gamble, the Cincinnati-based company
that holds the patent on this artificial fat,
which it calls Olean. But Procter & Gam-
ble needs the Food and Drug Administra-
tion’s approval before it can market a
line of olestra-containing snacks such as
potato chips, tortilla chips, and crackers.

In November, olestra passed muster
with two panels assigned by FDA to
review the scientific evidence. At press
time, the decision rested with FDA Com-
missioner David Kessler.

Ordinarily, a product that sails through
two levels of FDA review would almost
certainly win Kessler’s stamp of approval.
However, the growing chorus of opposi-
tion to olestra may change the situation.

The beauty of olestra, a synthetic mix-
ture of sugar and vegetable oil, is that it
passes through the body without being
digested or absorbed. Potato chips that
contain the no-cal olestra end up having
less than half the calories and none of the
fat contained in regular chips. Olestra’s
ability to pass through the body intact
poses a danger, however. Researchers
say olestra binds and helps flush away
certain key nutrients believed to protect
against chronic diseases.

“The public needs to know more about
olestra,” says Walter C. Willett, an epi-
demiologist at the Harvard School of
Public Health in Boston. Willett helped
organize a scientific meeting on olestra
held there last week. “The public is being
asked by Procter & Gamble and the FDA
advisory committee to participate in a
vast, uncontrolled national experiment,”
Willett says. He adds that olestra prod-
ucts, if approved, would be consumed by
many people, including children, without
adequate safety studies.

Procter & Gamble agrees that olestra
helps carry away fat-soluble vitamins
such as A, D, E, and K. Indeed, the firm
plans to add those vitamins to snack
foods containing olestra.
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But the fake fat would also sweep out of
the body nutrients called carotenoids, the
yellow, orange, or red pigments found in
many fruits and vegetables. There are
about 500 nutrients in the carotenoid fami-
ly—too many to add back to a bag of
chips. Yet some carotenoids are thought
to shield people against a wide
range of diseases, including an eye 2
condition and prostate cancer.

rom data generated by g
FProcter & Gamble, epidemi-
ologist Meir J. Stampfer esti-
mated that people who ate just
three small olestra-containing

snacks per week could expect at
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such protection (see p. 55). If further
studies strengthen the link, however,
Stampfer calculates that a 10 percent
drop in carotenoids could cause 32,000
extra deaths in the United States per year.

Stampfer is the first to admit that scien-
tists have yet to prove conclusively that
carotenoids protect against such dis-
eases. But if olestra is approved and fur-
ther research does confirm the tie, “we're
in for some serious consequences.”

rocter & Gamble’s Greg Allgood
Psays the scientific evidence on
carotenoids is not persuasive. He
points to the two large studies that
panned the ability of beta carotene to
stave off cancer or heart disease.
Allgood says such results cast doubt on
the entire lot of carotenoids, not just beta
carotene. According to Procter & Gamble,
“it is not possible to conclude that a
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least a 10 percent drop in con-
centrations of carotenoids in their blood.
He described the potential impact of
such carotenoid reduction at the Boston
meeting.

Stampfer, also at the Harvard School
of Public Health, turned his attention
first to age-related macular degenera-
tion, a disorder that causes blurry vision
and blindness. In 1994, a Boston team
provided compelling evidence that two
carotenoids, lutein and zeaxanthin, help
prevent this devastating disorder (SN:
11/12/94, p. 310).

A 10 percent drop in concentrations of
lutein and zeaxanthin would result in 390
to 800 additional cases of macular degen-
eration per year in the United States,
Stampfer estimates.

Prostate cancer may also be prevented
with a diet rich in certain carotenoids. At
last week’s meeting, Edward Giovannucci
of Harvard Medical School in Boston pre-
sented data showing that lycopene, a
carotenoid found in tomato-based prod-
ucts, may help protect men from devel-
oping cancer of the prostate, the nut-
sized gland surrounding the urethra.

Calculations by Stampfer showed that
olestra snacking could lead to 2,400 to
9,800 additional cases of prostate cancer
each year.

Evidence from dietary studies has
linked fruits and vegetables containing
carotenoids to protection from heart dis-
ease and cancer. The most recent studies
on a particular carotenoid, beta carotene,
taken in supplement form, did not report
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The chemistry of olestra, or Olean.

reduction in serum carotenoid concentra-
tion will present a public health concern.”

Stampfer calls the company’s focus on
beta carotene alone a “smokescreen,”
adding that researchers have gathered
proof that several other carotenoids pro-
tect human health. Future research may
uncover still more with disease preven-
tion prowess, he says.

The two FDA panels assigned to review
olestra agreed with Procter & Gamble’s
favorable assessment. FDA spokesperson
Brad Stone says that the majority of pan-
el members were reasonably certain that
no harm would result from approval.

One panel member who did object to
the majority view said, “I don’t think the
advisory panel was objective from the
beginning.” Joan Gussow went on to tell
SciENcE NEws that some of the experts
who spoke before the panel were consul-
tants to Procter & Gamble but did not
clearly identify themselves as such.

Stampfer also disagreed with the FDA
panel. He says that Procter & Gamble’s
own studies show the drop in caro-
tenoids; therefore, olestra is likely to be
harmful.

Whether Procter & Gamble wins FDA
approval or not, many consumers may
still want the fake fat chips, despite their
gastrointestinal side effects and the risk
of carotenoid depletion. The scientific
opposition to olestra, however, is unlike-
ly to melt away. 0
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