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1.  ​Foreword
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Foods That Kill?: One Man's Meat Is Another Man's Poison? Food As Poison?

Are there foods that kill?

If they do kill, should they even be considered foods for humans?

What really are foods?

There is often this ridiculous rhetorical question being asked:

Do we eat to live?

Or live to eat?

Interestingly, the answers may be yes, no, or both.

But, why are we so addicted to unhealthy foods?
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2.  ​Foods That Kill People?
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Foods with high contents of sugar, salt, protein, fat, and various toxins, severally, or together, are dangerous foods.

These foods are the chief culprits for killing people.
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3.  ​Salt, Sugar and Fat Intake
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Indeed, these three foods are the three most abused food items around the world.

The overconsumption of these food nutrients have devastating effect on national health everywhere.
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4.  ​Salt 5g
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The daily recommended intake of salt, or sodium chloride, for an average adult, according to guidelines from health authorities like the WHO and American Heart Association, is generally less than 5 grams per day (which is less than one teaspoon, or 2,000 mg of sodium).

Current salt intake in the Western countries far exceeds this recommended level.

Americans consume on average about 3,400 mg of sodium per day, or 170% of the limit.

For Europeans, the mean daily intake ranges between 7 to 12 grams of salt per day, or about double the recommended amount.

The global mean salt intake is estimated to be approximately 11 grams per day, or 220% of the recommended limit.

High sodium intake is a major risk factor for high blood pressure and cardiovascular diseases.
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5.  ​Sugar 50g
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This sweet carbohydrate is a favourite food of humans because of human's natural craving for and addiction to sweet things, known metaphorically as having a sweet tooth.

Recommended sugar intake is no more than 10% of total daily energy intake.

So, for a typical 2,000-calorie diet, this is about 50 grams (around 10 teaspoons) of free sugars per day.

Adults in the US consume on average about 17 teaspoons of added sugar daily (approximately 72.3 grams), which is about double the recommended allowance.

Europe's figure is even higher.

High sugar intake is associated with weight gain, obesity, and other health issues.
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6.  ​Fat 60g
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Recommended total fat intake should not exceed 30% of total energy intake, of which not more than a third should be from saturated fats, such as from fatty meat, dairy products, butter, palm oil and coconut oil.

For a 2,000-calorie diet, this is approximately 60 grams fats per day.

Americans and Europeans consume about 110% of recommended total fat, and also more of the recommended saturated fat level.

Because of its coronary heart disease risk, Trans fat that resulted from the partial hydrogenation of vegetable oil to produce semi-solid spreadable fat has now been outlawed in most countries.
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7.  ​Trans Fats
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Most trans fat is artificially created through partial hydrogenation when some of the cis carbon double bonds in the vegetable oil fatty acids are reconfigured (flipped) to the trans forms (with its hydrogen atoms at opposite sides).

Vegetable oil consists of both saturated single bonds and natural cis unsaturated double bonds. The more unsaturated it is, the more liquid it is. On the other hand, more saturation means more solid.

But when vegetable oils are treated with hydrogen gas in the process of partial hydrogenation to turn some double bonds to single bonds, there is also conversion (flipping) of some of the cis double bonds (which are coiled c kink-shaped) into trans (straight lined l form) double bonds. Both these conversions increase compaction of the molecules, leading to increased firmness and shelf life of the oil.

Basically, both the saturated fat and the trans fat makes their molecules straighten out and pack tightly together, hence raising their melting point, so that they change from liquid to solid/semi-solid form at room temperatures.

In contrast, fully hydrogenated vegetable oils no longer have carbon double bonds, and hence none of those fully saturated single bonds can possibly have cis or trans configuration. 

Unfortunately, fully hydrogenated vegetable oils may become an unusable wax. That was precisely the reason for the partial hydrogenation in the past.
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8.  ​Trans Fat Toxicity
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But it is now well established that consuming more saturated fat and industrially-produced trans fats than the recommended limits increases the risk of coronary heart disease. 

The reason is that trans fats increase coronary heart disease risk through multiple mechanisms, primarily by promoting the buildup of cholesterol in the arteries (atherosclerosis). 

They are therefore considered the most harmful type of fat for cardiovascular health.
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9.  ​Biological Mechanism
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The key mechanisms through which trans fats cause harm are:

1. Adverse effects on cholesterol levels: Trans fats are unique in that they both raise low-density lipoprotein (LDL) ("bad") cholesterol levels and lower high-density lipoprotein (HDL) ("good") cholesterol levels. This creates an unhealthy cholesterol balance that leads to cholesterol and fatty material accumulating in artery walls, making them hard and narrow.

2. Promotion of systemic inflammation: Trans fats promote inflammation throughout the body, which is a potent, independent risk factor for atherosclerosis, heart attacks, and sudden cardiac death.

3. Impairment of endothelial function: They cause damage to the endothelium, the vital cells lining the arteries, and hinders normal blood vessel function and arterial dilation.

4. Other metabolic disruptions: Trans fats also increase blood levels of triglycerides, worsen insulin resistance (a precursor to diabetes), and can increase abdominal fat, all of which further raise the risk of heart disease.

Overall, the combination of these effects on both lipid and non-lipid risk factors makes trans fat consumption a major contributor to coronary heart disease.
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