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 Thanks very much to Jill Conte for asking me to speak today, and for organizing this 

event.   I also want to acknowledge the New York City Department of Health and Mental 

Hygiene and the cityÕs Trans Fat Help Center, whose work IÕll be discussing today.  This 

presentation will eventually become a chapter of my dissertation, so IÕm very eager for your 

feedback.  My dissertation examines how trans fats entered the American food system and how 

they are exiting it.  The goal is to understand how industry, science, activists and the state 

interact in defining problems and developing solutions.   Today IÕll be focusing on municipal 

trans fat bans and urban science.  But IÕd be happy to discuss other aspects of my project during 

the Q and A.   

 IÕm not a chemist or a nutritionist, but I am now a card-carrying member of the American 

Oil Chemists Society, so I should be able to explain what trans fats are and what they do in food.    

There are four basic food molecules that are essential for human health Ð fats, proteins, 

carbohydrates and water.   Trans fats are a type of fat, and partially hydrogenated vegetable oils 

and partially hydrogenated vegetable shortenings have been the primary sources of artificial 

trans fats in the American diet.  Some forms of trans fatty acids occur naturally in dairy products 

and the meat of ruminant animals, but those are chemically distinct from artificial trans fats and 

not really relevant to todayÕs discussion.   Partial hydrogenation is an industrial process that uses 

a nickel catalyst to rearrange hydrogen atoms on the oil molecule into a transverse position, 



DRAFT-THESE NOTES WERE PREPARED FOR A PRESENTATION.  DO NOT CITE 
OR QUOTE WITHOUT PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR 

THESE NOTES WERE PREPARED FOR A PRESENTATION.  DO NOT CITE OR QUOTE 
WITHOUT PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR 

2 

hence the name trans.  Basically this process makes a liquid oil more solid.   This process is 

usually done with soybean oil.  Soybean oil is the most abundant oil in America, and soybeans 

are one of our three most important crops.   

 Fats provide crucial structure, flavor, texture, lubrication, tenderness, browning and 

aeration to many foods.  If you cook, you know that you need a fat thatÕs solid at room 

temperature to make cakes, pastry crusts, buttercreams, crackers and many other baked goods.  

Traditional sources of solid fats are butter, lard, beef tallow, palm oil and coconut oil.  Partial 

hydrogenation can turn cheap and abundant soybean oil into solid margarines or shortenings that 

are firm but not brittle, spreadable at room temperature but melting in the mouth, creamy in cake 

batters and crumbly in pastries.  Oils can also be lightly hydrogenated so that they remain liquid 

at room temperature but burn only at very high temperatures.  Lightly hydrogenated oils are 

therefore useful for sustained and repeated deep-frying.  Partially hydrogenated oils and 

shortenings are oxidatively stable, which means that foods made with them have relatively long 

shelf lives.  An industry chemist remarked at a conference a few years ago that partially 

hydrogenated oils were Òthe perfect solutionÓ to the food industry for many years because they 

offered so many functional advantages to manufacturers, because theyÕre highly customizable for 

different applications, and because activist groups and nutrition authorities for many years saw 

trans fats as the healthy alternatives to saturated fats.   

 The story of how activist groups and nutrition authorities participated in framing trans 

fats as healthy is something we can discuss in the Q and A if youÕre interested.  But part of how 

science works is through revising, refining and correcting past perceptions of the truth.  Various 
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authoritative bodies now conclude that trans fats raise bad cholesterol, lower good cholesterol 

and therefore increase the risk of heart disease.   In 2003, the Food and Drug Administration 

announced that starting in 2006, manufacturers would have to list the trans fat content of 

packaged foods on federally mandated Nutrition Facts panels.  The FDA only regulates packaged 

foods and only required labeling, but as I started watching food industry press, I was surprised to 

see that so many manufacturers were voluntarily reformulating thousands of products at 

considerable expense to reduce or eliminate trans fats.   In 2006, New York City became the 

second municipality to ban trans fats.  (Tiburon California banned them first, in 2005.  Little 

Tiburon, which has only 18 restaurants and a population of less than 9000 people.  Bobos.)   In 

the past two years, several other municipalities have also banned trans fats including 

Philadelphia, Brookline Massachusetts, Montgomery County Maryland, King County 

Washington, Nassau County on Long Island.  At least 23 states proposed various labeling 

requirements or voluntary phase-outs in 2007, although many of those bills have not passed.   

 I see Trans fat bans as a window onto the relationship between science and government.  

And for those of us who do social studies of science, I also think thereÕs a story here about how 

concepts from science studies can be applied to studying the state.   And for that reason, IÕm 

going to take a brief detour from trans fats into the social studies of science literature and talk 

about É lasers!  Harry Collins, a British sociologist of science, has studied physics and 

physicists.    Collins writes that in the late 1960s, Òmany laboratories throughout the world were 

attempting to increase the power output of gas lasers.Ó  In 1970, a Canadian defense research lab 

figured out a way to increase their lasersÕ output by using very short pulses of gas and by 
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positioning the laserÕs discharge transverse to the lasing axis.  The Canadian team published their 

results in a top journal.  And you might think that their peers in other labs would have read the 

journal articles and then set about trying to reproduce those results.  But when Collins visited the 

British and American labs where the physicists were trying to build their own gas lasers, he 

found that none of the labs could successfully build a working laser using only the published 

sources.  The labs that did manage to build working lasers could only do it when someone from 

the original Canadian lab actually came and showed them, in person, and with a lot of trial and 

error, the nuts and bolts of how to make the lasers work.   And after their lasers were working, 

the scientists didn't always know which aspects of it were really essential and which were 

flexible.    

 I bring up CollinsÕ work to make the point that scientific ideas and techniques are not 

always portable.  It can be hard to replicate an idea without working out the nitty-gritty details.  

IÕd like to argue that in the case of trans fat bans, there are also limits to the portability of 

government policy.   Now, usually when sociologists study relationships between science and 

government, they look at big federal funding for big science projects like the Superconducting 

Super Collider, or funding for big scientific institutions like NASA, the National Academies of 

Science, or the National Science Foundation.   Some sociologists study regulatory agencies or 

judges, and ask how those parts of government make decisions based on expert knowledge.  But 

what about relationships between science and smaller government entities, like cities?   When 

sociologists have thought about cities and science, they have typically thought of cities as 

locations where science happens.  The prime example of this research would be AnnaLee 
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Saxenian, who compared the culture of Silicon Valley to the older high tech companies around 

route 128 in Boston.   There is also a group of scholars who have tended to see cities as locations 

where science and technology are foisted on citizen in alarming, dystopian ways Ð surveillance 

cameras, highways dividing communities, industrial pollution fouling the air, etc.  Mike DavisÕs 

books about Los Angeles are probably the most obvious examples of this approach, which Nigel 

Thrift has criticized as Òpanic urbanism.Ó  But the trans fat bans are interesting because theyÕre a 

case of something that I havenÕt seen addressed elsewhere in the literature.  Namely, how do 

cities actually do their own scientific research?     

 Several years ago, the New York City Department of Health established its first 

cardiovascular health program.  The new Deputy Director for Cardiovascular Disease Prevention 

and Control had to figure out something she could do with a staff of only two people and a 

limited budget.  She knew it would have to be citywide programming rather than more resource-

heavy interventions.  In 2003, the FDA was releasing its final rule on trans fat labeling and in 

mid-2004, not long after enacting the smoking ban, the Department of Health began to discuss 

ways to restrict artificial trans fats.  The new Deputy Director for Cardiovascular Disease 

Prevention and her coworker spent about a year reviewing the medical literature on trans fats.  In 

2005, the Department of Health requested that restaurants and suppliers voluntarily remove 

artificial trans fat from their foods.  They mailed information about trans fats to every food 

service establishment in the city, trained 7,000 food handlers about trans fat, and enlisted 

restaurant inspectors to survey restaurants and bakeries. The inspectors predicted that the 

voluntary program wouldnÕt work, and when the surveyed restaurants and bakeries nine months 
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later, the restaurant inspectors right.  At that point the department proposed a mandatory trans fat 

ban.     

 I want to take a moment to point out that thereÕs a fair amount of social science literature 

on ÒantiÓ activities Ð anti-tobacco, anti-nuclear, anti-GMO, etc.  These types of activities make 

nice objects of study because the results are easy to pinpoint -- the nuclear facility is either shut 

down or not, the hazardous waste dump is sited or rejected, you can smoke at the bar or you 

canÕt.  I would never say that its easy to enact those policies.  But I would say that anti activities 

are different from efforts to switch certain offending components out of familiar products.  In 

other words, banning smoking is isnÕt necessarily easy, but you donÕt have to reinvent cigarettes 

in order to do it.  Banning trans fats from food or lead from house paint is different because 

companies need to be able to make the same thing, that performs in the same way, can be 

distributed through the same networks, works for the same end-users, and costs roughly the same 

price.  The goal is not to ban French fries or chicken pot pie, but to figure out a way to make 

those things differently.   

 I heard the deputy director speak last fall, and she noted that like the National Restaurant 

Association, she was concerned about whether there were sufficient supplies of trans fat 

alternatives.  Alternatives were in the industry pipeline because of the pending FDA labeling 

rule, but someone from the industry told her that edible oil companies, seed companies and 

growers were waiting for a signal and as she put it Òwe sent a signal to the marketÓ by proposing 

the ban in 2006.  IÕd also add that they sent a signal to the national media.   Its easy for New 

Yorkers to forget that although weÕre something like only 3% of the American population, about 
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99% of our national media are located here.  Point being that where you do something matters.  

Little Tiburon California banned trans fats in 2005, but that was a handful of rich hippies in 

Marin.  In that respect, policy may not be too different from academia, where publishing in the 

American Journal of Sociology matters a lot more than publishing in the Journal of the 

Southwestern Society for the Study of Companion Animals and Family Pets.   

 The Department of Health opened up a period of public comment on their proposed trans 

fat ban.  It seems that hardly anyone disputed the science of trans fat per se.  The National 

Restaurant Association and other trade groups raised questions about feasibility Ð were there 

sufficient supplies of trans free oils, were replacement oils too costly, what would be the impact 

on small restaurants and ÒethnicÓ eateries, etc.  The deputy director and her staff wrote 

approximately 70 pages of response and then in October 30, 2006 held a public hearing to take 

more comment.  The Department of Health approved the ban in December 2006.   But because 

they had learned that its easier to change frying oils than it is to change the shortenings and 

margarines in baking fats, the Department staggered the timing, so that the ban on trans fats in 

frying oils took effect July 1, 2007 and the ban for baking fats will take effect July 1, 2008.    

 HereÕs where it gets really interesting.  Once the ban was passed, the Department of 

Health established a new office, called the Trans Fat Help Center, to make this project work. 

They didnÕt hire a public health person, they hired a culinary educator and food writer.  She and 

her staff created training and publicity materials in multiple languages, hired translators to 

operate a hotline for restaurants and bakeries, and trained restaurant inspectors to recognize trans 

fats in their various guises.  The Trans Fat Help Center also contracted with the American 
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Institute of Baking and with a professor of baking from the Hospitality Management Department 

at City Tech College, part of the CUNY system, to test a representative sample of the trans free 

shortenings and margarines available in New York.    The professor of baking is using her 

students and the collegeÕs kitchens much the way a principal investigator on a big science project 

would use graduate research assistants.  TheyÕre testing each shortening and margarine in their 

sample by baking croissants, pound cake, buttercream frostings, Danish, sweet yeast breads, 

several kinds of cookies, pie crust, biscuits ... basically every category of baked good that 

requires solid shortening (besides doughnuts).   TheyÕre testing the results for taste, color, and 

texture, rating them for different applications, and writing up their results.  This data will be the 

biggest and most comprehensive database of trans fats alternatives for baking.  The data as well 

as free samples of various shortenings are already available to local bakers upon request.     

Frytest, an organization started by the lawyer who sued Kraft over the trans fat content of Oreos 

in 2003, is developing a similar database for frying.   

 The CityÕs Trans Fat Help Center also conducted some social research, and this is where I 

come in.  Last fall, the New Yorker magazine wrote a story about a Luis Nunez, a gadfly from the 

New York City Latino Restaurant Association.  Mr. Nunez called the proposed trans fat ban an 

attack on Latino culture perpetrated by the Anglo elite. The Department of Health set about 

trying to find a Puerto Rican or Dominican restaurant that cooked with oils containing trans fats 

É but it turned out they mostly use traditional fats like lard or they use liquid oils.  But the 

department nonetheless had to address the Òethnic question,Ó and hired several people, including 

me, to carry out case studies of Chinese, Kosher, and Italian bakeries to see how they were 
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coping with the ban and to offer them help with reformulation.  When I visited my Chinese 

bakery in July 2007, I noticed a recent invoice from their supplier which said Òask about our new 

trans free line.Ó  By the time I returned in September for a follow-up interview, they were 

already using trans fat free margarine in all their recipes with no reported difficulties.  They were 

planning to raise prices, but attributed that to the rising wheat and dairy prices which are 

affecting food manufacturers worldwide and at all levels of industry.  Subsequent reports 

indicate that there is near-universal compliance with the ban on frying fats.  Bakeries donÕt have 

to be compliant for another five months.  The Help Center is in the process of conducting a 

survey right now.  Of the bakers theyÕve talked to, those that have attempted to eliminate trans 

fats have been mostly successful, but some glitches remain -- mainly cake icing.  Because the 

Help Center knows about those glitches, they can work on addressing them.  

 Has the ban been relatively successful because of all the advance publicity, or because of 

the comprehensive product testing and educational materials available to bakeries?  Has it been 

relatively successful because suppliers knew that they had to make trans free oils available in a 

major market?   That may be hard to pinpoint.  But letÕs compare New York to a case where the 

trans fat ban seems to have been less successful, my hometown, Philadelphia.     

 Two months after New York City approved its ban, the Philadelphia City Council 

unanimously approved a bill banning trans fats.  The council had debated its cigarette smoking 

ban for five years, but they unanimously approved the trans fat ban after only about three weeks 

of debate.  They scheduled the ban to take effect in September, only eight months later.  No lit 

review, no critiques from the industry, no product testing, no case studies.  And guess how well 
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thatÕs working out?  In October, the coordinator of the New York City Trans Fat Help Center 

went to Philadelphia for a City Council hearing on whether to exempt all small bakeries from the 

trans fat ban.   The small bakeries were not disputing the biomedical risks associated with trans 

fats, but they were worried about technical feasibility.   As she explained it, representatives from 

small bakeries were tearing their hear out with worry that the new trans free margarines and 

shortenings wouldnÕt work in their recipes.   At least one bakery brought in four generations 

from their family who apparently laid it on pretty thick about how their great grandparents had 

brought these traditional recipes over from Sicily and the trans fat ban was going to destroy their 

traditions.   Let me remind you that partially hydrogenated oils werenÕt commercialized until 

1911, and everything I know about Sicilian pastry indicates that Crisco is far from traditional in 

that setting.  But ultimately, small bakeries in Philadelphia were granted a permanent exemption 

from the cityÕs trans fat ban.   Voluntarily compliant small bakeries are permitted to post a sign 

indicating that their goods are trans free.   And afterward the hearing, a handful of small bakers 

swarmed the coordinator of the New York City Trans Fat Help Center asking for her card Ð they 

wanted copies of her report on the trans fat alternatives when the research was complete.    

  IÕm not saying that what New York City did to make its trans fat ban work was science 

in the old-fashioned truth-seeking sense of that term.  But we often talk of local governments as 

labs and policies as experiments.  And I would say that what the city did shares certain 

characteristics with scientific research.  They noticed what others were doing, namely the FDAÕs 

trans fat labeling rule.  They looked at what had done, namely New YorkÕs own smoking ban, 

and thought about what they could do with their resources and facilities.  They started with a 
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literature review.  They tried a pilot study.  They took comments from critical expert reviewers.  

They created a collaboration between two ÒlabsÓ to conduct methodical technical research on a 

representative sample.  They did comparative social research in local bakeries.   They took it 

slowly because they knew that frying was different from baking, and they put programs in place 

to educate the technicians Ð the bakers and chefs in city eaters Ð how to make the policy work on 

the ground.  The case of Philadelphia seems to indicate that the portability of policy may be 

limited without the accompanying research and hands on knowledge.  Many of the states and 

cities that considered trans fat regulation in 2006-2007 ultimately failed to enact those bans.  But 

just last week, the Boston public health commission voted unanimously to ban trans fats.  And 

the Baltimore city council voted unanimously, after little discussion, to ban trans as well.   We 

canÕt know exactly whatÕs going to happen in those cities.  Bear in mind that national fast food 

chains are working on or have already made significant reductions in the trans fat content of 

their products, and the overall trend in the industry is away from trans fats.  But small regional 

chains and individual bakeries donÕt have the buying power or the time and money to test 

multiple products like the big chains do.  ItÕll be interesting to see what happens. But I suspect 

that trans fat bans, like Canadian lasers, are not necessarily a moveable feast.   

 


