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Low carb diets endorsed for weight loss and health 

For the past thirty years, Americans have been hearing one message about weight loss and healthy diets: avoid fat at all cost! Now another message is beginning to gain traction following a number of research studies: some types of fat are good for us and losing weight may be easier and more long-lasting if we reduce the type and percentage of calories from carbohydrates in our diet.

The clearest statement on the subject was delivered at the American Dietetic Association Conference in Boston this past November by none other than Dr. Walter Willett, director of the nutrition department at Harvard University’s School of Public Health who was quoted in recent news articles as saying. “If anything, the literature shows a slight advantage of the high fat diet,” he said. “The focus on fat in dietary guidelines has been a massive distraction…We should remove total fat from nutrition facts panels on the back of packs.” 

He added that while the pervasive dietary guidance given to consumers has been to eat fats sparingly and eat non-fat products.  “The food industry quickly realized sugar was cheaper than fat and laughed all the way to the bank.”  He went on to say that when saturated fat is replaced with polyunsaturated fat “there was a reduction of risk” for heart disease.

"Fat is not the problem," says Willett. "If Americans could eliminate sugary beverages, potatoes, white bread, pasta, white rice and sugary snacks, we would wipe out almost all the problems we have with weight and diabetes and other metabolic diseases."

"Dietary fat used to be public enemy No. 1," said Dr. Edward Saltzman, associate professor of nutrition and medicine at Tufts University, at the same conference. "Now a growing and convincing body of science is pointing the finger at carbs, especially those containing refined flour and sugar." Assistant professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School Dr. Mozaffarian agreed with the other conference speakers about a lack of evidence linking total fat consumption and cardiovascular disease risk.

Carbohydrates include breads, pasta, beans, potatoes, rice and cereals as well as the flour and sugar used in most baked goods. Sugar-sweetened beverages like soda and fruit juices and drinks are another major source. Fats typically come from oils used in cooking and baking as well as the fat that naturally occurs in meat, fish, eggs and dairy products. 

The experts continued to cite the dangers of even small amounts of trans-fats, made from hydrogenated oils, in the development of heart disease, but played down the negative role of saturated fat in the diet as long as it didn’t exceed 8% of total fats consumed. Clearly their recommendation was to include mono and polyunsaturated fats like olive and other vegetable oils, to replace reduced levels of calories from carbohydrates. When carbohydrates are included in the diet, they should come from whole grains which digest more slowly and reduce the rapid spikes in blood sugar levels that follow the consumption of refined flours and sugars. Sweetened beverages, especially sodas and fruit juices, were specifically cited as major sources of excess carbohydrates in many American diets.

Low carb diets include lots of non-starchy vegetables such as spinach, broccoli, cauliflower, asparagus, cabbage, eggplant, peppers, kale, green beans, bean sprouts, lettuce, tomatoes, and zucchini, as well as low sugar fruits such as berries, melons and avocados. Dietary protein can come from meat like chicken, beef, pork, as well as fish and a wide variety of cheeses and nuts. These foods provide plenty of healthy nutrients, though a multivitamin may be needed to replace the folate typically found in grains and legumes.

The Fall River Fitness Challenge (www.FallRiverFitnessChallenge.com) has taken note of these new recommendations and will be including support groups for those who want to work on reducing the percentage of carbohydrates in their diets. “We will be teaching people about the importance of healthy fats in a balanced diet, as well as the danger of over-consuming carbohydrates especially for those who are working on losing weight,” noted Chef Jessica Williams. Williams will be offering low-cost nutrition classes every week at Fitness Challenge locations.

Psychologist David Weed will also be facilitating several low carb support groups at different times and locations in the City. These groups will help people who have chosen to follow any one of a dozen different diets that recommend lower amounts of starches and sugars in the diet. In part, due to the emphasis on lowering fats in food products, it’s more difficult now to follow a low carbohydrate diet than a low fat diet. 

“I’ve been on a low carbohydrate diet for the past eight years,” notes People, Incorporated FACE Division Director Jenny DiBlasi who oversees the Diabetes Association. “Not only do you have to know what to eat, you also have to learn how to find it, especially when you’re eating away from home,” she added. “And, I’ve come to discover that low-carb eating is not more expensive because you tend to eat smaller amounts and avoid snacking.” The American Diabetes Association has recommended low carbohydrate diets for people who are diabetic or pre-diabetic since 2008.

While there continue to be critics of low carbohydrate diets, there is evidence that people are better able to stick with these diets, primarily because the increase of dietary fat helps people reduce hunger. “People can lose weight with low-fat diets,” commented Fitness Challenge personal trainer Amy Jones, “but the tendency is for them to gain it back over time, especially if they do not maintain a regular regime of exercise. Even when people lose weight, they need to maintain their fitness to ensure that they have a healthy heart, strong bones and flexible bodies,” she added. Studies have shown that exercise helps to maintain low blood pressure, cognitive functions and may also help with chronic back pain and depression.

More information about low carbohydrate support groups can be found at the Fitness Challenge web site on the nutrition tab or by e-mailing Dr. Weed at drweed@cox.net.

