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Ultra-processed foods are commonly portrayed as a modern health scourge: a threat lurk-

ing on the shelves of every supermarket linked to obesity, heart disease, cancer and early

death.

Researchers warning of their dangers have called for taxation and even bans of products
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Iira-processad foods are
commenly porizayed
a5 & modern health
scourge: a threat larking

o the shelves of every supermarket
limked 1o ohesity, hearl discase,
cancer and early death
Researchers warnmg of their
dangers hive called for taxation
and even bans of products which
make up a hige proportion of the
food eaten workiwide.
Huwever some nuirition experiz
have started 1o push back aganst
sisch all-encompassing claims,
saying the definttion can be vague.
They say more rescarch is pecded
and that some ultra-processed

foods, or UPFs, can actually be

¥,

The concept was first imtroduced
i MY by Carlos Monterre, a
eitition aied health rescarcher at
Brazil's University of Sao Paulo.

His MOV classification sysiem
for UPFs was unusual in natribion
becanse it ignored the bevel of
utrients such as [t sall, sugar and
carbefvdrases in food,

Instcad, ot splits food into
four grougs, ranked by the level
of processing invalved in their
erention. Everything in the fourth
group & conskd ered ulm-processed.

Manteiro said that UPFs “aren't
exactly foods™.

“They're formulations of
substances derived frem foods.”
be told AFF.

*They contain little or no
whole foods and are typically
enhanced with colorings, Aavarings,
emulsifiers, and other cosmetic
additives to make them palatable™

Examgples mclude crisps, ice
ercam, soft drinks and frozen
plzza. But items ned tmaditonally
considered junk food are also
mcluded, such as non-dairy milks,

baby formula and

'\m\dmg o the MOVA scale. nearly 60
percent of the cabories emen in the United States
and UK are from UPFs.

'Confused'

I recent years, dozens of studies have found
that peaple who eat Jots of UPFs have a higher
risk of hean disease, cancer, asthma, depression
2 other illnesses.

Bt these stadies have almest entirely heen
abservational, whach means they cannot show
that UPFs dirsetly exuse these health pmhlem

1 US-hased
controlled wial, which is consadered the gnld
stancard of research.
For the 2015 trial, 20 people were fad either
ulirasprocessed or improcessed food for two
wqch then the opposrie for the following twa

Th= diets were matched for things like fat,
sugar and overall calores. Those cating LIPFs
gained an sverage of pearly 2 kilo (2.2 pounds),
‘whike thase on the unmprocessed diet lost the same
Amont.

However, lhere was o lenit on how much the
rial participants are, inchiding seacks, Those on
thie LUPF diet ate mush more food, and their wiight
ain roughly matched how many moee calonies
they comsumed, the researchers sid.

PMoteiro said the smdy showed how big
campanies make faod “hyperpalatable™ in a way
that "leads to overconswmpdion and even poses
misks of addictson”.

Eut oo of the study's co-authors, Ciaran Foede

Julie Hess, a nutritionist at the LS
Diepartment of Agrculture who led the study,
told AFP they sought oui fiits and vepetshles
such as dried blusherries or canned beans
deemed ulira-processed because of additives
like preservatives.

“There: may really be something here, but
nght now the scale puls gammy carsdies and
aodns in the same catepory &5 oranpes and
ramins,” she said.

Beath Hess and Fonde poinsed our thar many
people do not have the time of money 0 conk
every meal from fresh ingrediens

"Taxing processed foods in the middle of

a cos-of-living erisis will be ive: and
is likely 1o affect the mosl vulnerable groups,”
Forde said.

Rabin Many. the chief scientific adviser at the
UK's Food Standards Agency, earlier this yesr
wammed ngamst o "knee-jerk reaction” that ireats
all UPFs the same, "when we clearly know that
e'\‘eqﬂ\mg 1s mot the nnu:

dismissed criticism of the NOVA

af Wageringen Unversily in the %
rejected ihe idea that there is sometbing unique
about UPFs that makes them imesistible.

Forde, & eritic of NOVA who has diselosed
he worked for frod giant Mestle nearly a decade
apo, sand 1 was pot just the public who was
*eonfused”,

Ina French study published last year nearly
160 mutrition experts were nsked fo pui 231
differend foods into the four NOVA categones —
theey ooy wnanismously agreed absiut four

A healthy UPF digt?

This potential for confusion was why US
researchers hought in NOVA expents 1o help
them develop 2 healthy diet m which 51
percent of ealories were from UPFs,

Their week-long menu scored
B0/ 100 an the US Healthy Eating
Index - far higher than the average
American diet of 30/100.

scale.

"Those who profit from the sale of ulirz-
processed foods namrally dislike the NOVA
classilication amd ofien sow doubts about is
fianctioning.” he said

He called for ultra-processed fonds 1o be
treated like tobacco, prusing o recenl ban on
UPFs i seheals i Rio de Janeino,

Sawhere does this debate leave pecple who
simply want 1o have a healhy diet?

Hess felt that most people already koow
whit food is good for them: fruits, vegetables,
whole grains, some lean protein and low-fat
dairy,

Even "some delicsous, Ffull-fa cheeses™ are

allowed someiimes, she sdded
] _{by Daniel Lawler/
FF)
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Ingredients

Geppd
ol Fouds e P Foods

Water
Diank B 1o 12 cups of waer daily.

Dark Green Yegetables

Eaftdirrk green vegetnhles of lest three i fiser tmes a week.
Gived oploers inchade broceali, peppers and leaf greens
like kale and spinach.

Whole Grains
Eat whale grains sa lewst two or three tires daily. Look for
whale wheat flour, rye, oatmeal, harley. amaranth, quinca
ar a rmltigemm, A good source of fiber bas 3 1o 4 grams of
fiber per serving. A gneat sourve his 5 or mare grams of
fifaer per serving.

Beans and Lentils

Try w eat a beansbased meal a1 least once 2 week. Try 1o
2k legumes, inclucdng bears and lentils, 1o soups, stews,
caswernles, sala: and i or eat them plain.

Fish

Try Lo et twe to three serving ol fsh a week, A serving
consists of 3 o punces of cooked fish. Good choices me
salion, troest, herring, bluefsh, sardines and lura,

Berries

Include two 1o four servings of il i your deet each
day. Try 1o ent berries such as raspbermies, blusherries,
blackbernies and strawbermes.

winter Squash

Em batternut and acom squash &= well as other nd:ly
dlark veange and green calored vege!

swoet polata, cantloupe and mango.

Soy

25 prams af‘soy protein a day is recomenended as part of a
low-Eat dict s help lower cholesterul levels. Try toki, say
malk, edamame soybess, lempeh and textanzed vepetable
prolemn {TVF).

Flaxseed, Nuts and Seeds
Add 1 10 2 iablespocms of ground fasseed oe other seodsto
oo cach day or imchede a moderate smount of ns - 14
cup— in your daily diel

Organic Yogurt
Men and women between 19 and 50 years of age need 1000
nalligrams of calcium a day and 1300 malligrams if 50 or
older. Eat caleiurn-nich fomds sch as poati orlow-fal dary
products three b four bmes a day. Inchide organsc chosces.

which make up a huge proportion of the food eaten worldwide.
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However some nutrition experts have started to push back against such all-encompassing
claims, saying the definition can be vague. They say more research is needed and that some
ultra-processed foods, or UPFs, can actually be healthy.

The concept was first introduced in 2009 by Carlos Monteiro, a nutrition and health
researcher at Brazil's University of Sao Paulo.

His NOVA classification system for UPFs was unusual in nutrition because it ignored the
level of nutrients such as fat, salt, sugar and carbohydrates in food.

Instead, it splits food into four groups, ranked by the level of processing involved in their
creation. Everything in the fourth group is considered ultra-processed.

Monteiro said that UPFs "aren't exactly foods".

"They're formulations of substances derived from foods,'" he told AFP.

"They contain little or no whole foods and are typically enhanced with colorings, flavor-
ings, emulsifiers, and other cosmetic additives to make them palatable."

Examples include crisps, ice cream, soft drinks and frozen pizza. But items not tradition-
ally considered junk food are also included, such as non-dairy milks, baby formula and
supermarket bread.

According to the NOVA scale, nearly 60 percent of the calories eaten in the United States
and UK are from UPFs.

'Confused’

In recent years, dozens of studies have found that people who eat lots of UPFs have a
higher risk of heart disease, cancer, asthma, depression and other illnesses.

But these studies have almost entirely been observational, which means they cannot show
that UPFs directly cause these health problems.

Monteiro pointed to a US-based randomizedcontrolled trial, which is considered the gold
standard of research.

For the 2019 trial, 20 people were fed either ultra-processed or unprocessed food for two
weeks, then the opposite for the following two weeks.

The diets were matched for things like fat, sugar and overall calories. Those eating UPFs
gained an average of nearly a kilo (2.2 pounds), while those on the unprocessed diet lost
the same amount.

However, there was no limit on how much the trial participants ate, including snacks.
Those on the UPF diet ate much more food, and their weight gain roughly matched how
many more calories they consumed, the researchers said.

Monteiro said the study showed how big companies make food "hyperpalatable" in a way
that "'leads to overconsumption and even poses risks of addiction".

But one of the study's co-authors, Ciaran Forde of Wageningen University in the Nether-
lands, rejected the idea that there is something unique about UPFs that makes them irres-
istible.

Forde, a critic of NOVA who has disclosed he worked for food giant Nestle nearly a decade
ago, said it was not just the public who was "confused".

In a French study published last year nearly 160 nutrition experts were asked to put 231
different foods into the four NOVA categories — they only unanimously agreed about four.
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A healthy UPF diet?

This potential for confusion was why US researchers brought in NOVA experts to help them
develop a healthy diet in which 91 percent of calories were from UPFs.

Their week-long menu scored 86/100 on the US Healthy Eating

Index — far higher than the average American diet of 59/100.

Julie Hess, a nutritionist at the US Department of Agriculture who led the study, told AFP
they sought out fruits and vegetables such as dried blueberries or canned beans deemed
ultra-processed because of additives like preservatives.

"There may really be something here, but right now the scale puts gummy candies and
sodas in the same category as oranges and raisins," she said.

Both Hess and Forde pointed out that many people do not have the time or money to cook
every meal from fresh ingredients.

"Taxing processed foods in the middle of a cost-of-living crisis will be regressive and is
likely to affect the most vulnerable groups," Forde said.

Robin May, the chief scientific adviser at the UK's Food Standards Agency, earlier this year
warned against a ""knee-jerk reaction" that treats all UPFs the same, ""when we clearly
know that everything is not the same"'.

Monteiro dismissed criticism of the NOVA scale.

"Those who profit from the sale of ultraprocessed foods naturally dislike the NOVA classi-
fication and often sow doubts about its functioning," he said.

He called for ultra-processed foods to be treated like tobacco, praising a recent ban on
UPFs in schools in Rio de Janeiro.

So where does this debate leave people who simply want to have a healthy diet?

Hess felt that most people already know what food is good for them: fruits, vegetables,
whole grains, some lean protein and low-fat dairy.

Even "some delicious, full-fat cheeses'" are

allowed sometimes, she added.
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