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  Hydrogenation. Trans fats. Dietary cholesterol  
  Fred Kummerow’s double victory  

 

 
 

Geoffrey Cannon writes: 

Fred Kummerow is one of the great public health heroes of our times. We at 

WN are proud that he is a regular contributor, as shown in the links above to his 

recent work for us. He is a lipid biochemist at the University of Illinois, Urbana-

Champaign. Starting in the late 1950s he identified trans fats generated by the 

partial hydrogenation process, then present in high concentrations in margarines 

and many other fatty ultra-processed products, as toxic.  
 

He also stated, constantly repeated, and still emphases, as a result of analyses 

done by his team in his laboratory, that dietary cholesterol, present in many fresh 

and minimally processed animal foods and products, is innocuous. For decades 

his findings were ignored, rejected or sidelined. But now he is vindicated, twice 

over. First, the US government advisory Dietary Guidelines committee has 

stated that dietary cholesterol officially demonised for over half a century, is 

after all ‘not a nutrient of concern for overconsumption’.  
 

Trans fats ‘not safe’ – official  
 

Second, on 15 June the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) finally ruled that  

trans fats are not ‘generally recognised as safe’. WN contributor Walter Willett, chair 

of the department of nutrition at Harvard University’s school of public health, whose 

conclusive epidemiological work on trans fats was inspired by Fred Kummerow, says  
 

     This is great news, and it’s soundly supported by the evidence. There is no one in his 

right mind who could claim that trans fats are generally regarded as safe. This was really 

the biggest food processing disaster ever. The human toll has got to be in the millions. 
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  Box 1 

  Fred Kummerow takes on the US government  

   26 May. Adapted from a report in Food Business News by Jeff Gelski 

   Urbana, Illinois. On 15 June the Food and Drug Administration made a final decision on the 

Generally Recognised As Safe (GRAS) status of partially hydrogenated oils (PHOs). The GRAS 

status is withdrawn.  

   The FDA in the 8 November 2013, issue of the Federal Register tentatively determined that 

PHOs, the primary dietary source of industrially-produced trans fatty acids, or trans fat, are 

not GRAS for any use in food based on current scientific evidence establishing the health 

risks associated with the consumption of trans fat, and therefore that PHOs are food 

additives.  Once finalised, the rule would mean food manufacturers no longer would be 

permitted to sell food products containing PHOs, either directly or as ingredients in another 

food product, without prior FDA approval for use as a food additive. 

 

   Fred Kummerow sues the FDA 

   The tentative determination in 2013 came after Fred Kummerow, professor emeritus at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana, filed a lawsuit against the FDA in the Illinois court on 9 

August 2013. He sought an order compelling the FDA to respond to his petition to ban trans 

fat and to ban partially hydrogenated oils unless a complete administrative review found 

new evidence for their safety. 

   On 22 May the FDA filed its intention to ban trans fats in the court in Urbana, Illinois, in 

response to Fred Kummerow’s lawsuit, which was issued there. Now the FDA has issued its 

final ruling that trans fats generated by partial hydrogenation of oils are not ‘generally 

recognised as safe’. It gives producers three years to reformulate products as necessary.  

 

 

Fred Kummerow does not keep quiet. He is a public health champion who believes 

in and practices direct action, in the tradition of Rudolf Virchow and John Snow. 

Early last year we told the story of his pressure on the FDA, culminating in his  

lawsuit against the heads of the FDA and the US Department of Health and Human  

Services, requiring them to ban the partial hydrogenation process and thus free the  

US food supply from industrial trans fats. He has succeeded.  Fred Kummerow, who 

continues to work, write and explain his findings, celebrates his 101st birthday this 

coming October.   

 

Diana Yates, in an interview with Fred Kummerow, reports: 

Comparative biosciences professor Fred Kummerow, now 100 years old, first 

reported a link between dietary trans fats and heart disease in 1957. Trained in lipid 

biochemistry, he later determined the mechanisms by which trans fats contribute to 

atherosclerosis in patients with heart disease.  
 

In 2009, he petitioned the Food and Drug Administration to ban trans fats from the 

US food supply. Four years later the FDA had not responded to his petition. So he 

filed a lawsuit to force the agency to make a determination on his petition. Three 

months after the lawsuit was filed, the FDA announced a ‘tentative determination’  
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that trans fatty acids ‘are not generally recognized as safe (GRAS) for any use in 

food’. Now the FDA has at last revoked the GRAS status of trans fats. 

 

What key findings led you to the conclusion that trans fats in food cause heart disease in humans? 
 

I had read a contribution to the Lancet in 1956 by Hugh Sinclair of Oxford 

University, an authority on different types of fatty acid. He suggested that there is a 

relationship between the consumption of hydrogenated fats and the increased 

incidence of atherosclerosis. In collaboration with a local hospital, I was able to 

obtain and examine the arteries of people who had died of heart disease, and I found 

trans fats in this tissue. This led to my study on rats that developed atherosclerosis in 

their arteries after being fed trans fats. When trans fats were removed from the rats’ 

diet, the atherosclerosis disappeared from their arteries. 

How long have you advocated for elimination of trans fats from the diet? 

Since 1968. At that time I was on a subcommittee of the American Heart Association 

and found out how much trans fat was in the margarines and shortening that were 

available from the grocery stores. By pressuring the oil industry, we were able to get 

the trans fat content in these products lowered from an average of 43 percent to 27 

percent.  Heart disease in the US also started to decline after 1968. 

Why do you think health authorities were so slow to recognize the dangers? 
 

The industry told the health authorities that trans fats were not dangerous. The 

industry liked the properties that trans fats bring to their products. Trans fats add a 

pleasant texture, and extend the shelf life of their products that the public liked. 

In your earlier career, you were a professor of food science and human nutrition at Illinois. Speaking 

from that area of expertise, how difficult do you think it will be for the food industry to eliminate 

trans fats from their products? 
 

The industry wants us to believe that it is difficult to remove trans fats from their 

products. There are already products available to replace trans fats, however. The 

industry is working on their formulas so that the texture and taste remain the same. 

Some manufacturers have already changed their products, and those products are on 

grocery store shelves now. 

When you first petitioned the FDA to ban trans fat, did you expect success? 
 

Yes, because I had the science to prove that it was harmful to people and caused 

atherosclerosis.  For more information about trans fats, diet and nutrition please read 

my book Cholesterol is not the Culprit. A Guide to Preventing Heart Disease.  
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