DRAFT-THESE NOTES WERE PREPARED FOR A PRESENTATION. DO NOT CITE
OR QUOTE WITHOUT PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR
TheDr. Jerome S. Coles Science Library Lecture Series, New York University Bobg Library,
CCityTech: Urban Science and New Y ork City@ TransFat Ban.O
David Schleifer, david.schleifer@nyu.edu
March 26,2008 3 PM
Coles Science Reference Center, 9th Floor, Bobd Library

Thanksvery much to Jill Conte for asking me to speak today, and for organizing this
event. | also want to acknowledgethe New Y ork City Department of Health and Mental
Hygiene and the city® Trans Fat Help Center, whose work 1@l bediscussing today. This
presentation will eventudly become a chapter of my dissertation, so |®n very eager for your
feedback. My dissertation examines how transfats entered the American food system and how
they are exitingit. Thegod isto undestand how indugry, science, activists and the state
interact in defining problems and developing solutions  Today @ befocusng on municipd
trans fat bansand urban science. But @ behappy to discuss other aspects of my project during
theQ and A.

|®n nota chemist or anutritionist, but! am now acard-carrying member of the American
Oil Chemists Sodety, so | should be able to explain what trans fats are and what they doin food
There arefour basic food molecules tha are essential for human hedlth bfats, proteins
carbohydites and water. Trans fats are atypeof fat, and partially hydrogenaed vegetable oils
and partialy hydrogenaed vegetable shorteningshave been the primary sources of atificial
trans fatsin the American diet. Someformsof frans fatty acidsoccur naturaly in dary produds
and the meat of ruminant animals, but those are chemically distinct from artificial trans fats and
notrealy relevant to today@ discussion. Partia hydrogenaionis an indugria process that uses
anickel catalyst to rearrangehydrogen atoms on the oil molecule into a transverse postion,
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hence thename trans. Basically this process makes aliquid oil more solid. This processis
usudly donewith soybean oil. Soybean oil isthemos abundant oil in America, and soybeans
are oneof our three mog important crops

Fats provide crudal structure, flavor, texture, lubrication, tenderness, browning and
aeration to many foods If you cook, you knowthat you need afat that® solid at room
temperature to make cakes, pastry crugs, butercreams, crackers and many other baked goods
Traditiond sources of solid fats are butter, lard, beef tallow, pam oil and coconutoil. Partial
hydrogenaion can turn cheap and abundant soybean oil into solid margarines or shortenings tha
are firm butnot brittle, spreadable at roomtemperature but melting in the mouth, creamy in cake
baters and crumbly in pastries. Oils can aso belightly hydrogenaed so tha they remain liquid
at roomtemperature butbum only at very high temperatures. Lightly hydrogenaed oils are
therefore ussful for susained and repeated deep-frying. Partialy hydrogenaed oils and
shorteningsare oxiddively stable, which meansthat foodsmade with them have relatively long
shdf lives. Anindudry chemist remarked at a conference afew years agotha partialy
hydrogenated oils were Qhe perfect solutionQto the food indugry for many years because they
offered so many fundiond advantages to manufacturers, because they®e highly cusomizable for
different applications and because activist groupsand nutrition authorities for many years saw
trans fats as the healthy alterndives to saturated fats.

Thestory of how activist groupsand nutrition authorities participated in framing trans
fats as healthy is something we can discussin theQ and A if you@e interested. But part of how
science works is throughrevising, refining and correcting past perceptionsof thetruth. Various
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authoritative bodies now condudethat trans fats raise bad cholesterol, lower goodcholesterol
and thereforeinarease therisk of heart disease. 1n 2003,the Foodand Drug Administration
announed that starting in 2006, manufacturers would have to list the frans fat content of
packaged foodson federally mandaed Nutrition Facts pands. The FDA only regulates packaged
foodsand only required labding, butas| started watching foodindugry press, | was surprised to
see tha so many manufacturers were voluntarily reformulating thousndsof produds at
congderable expense to reduce or eliminae trans fats. In 2006 New Y ork City became the
secondmunicipdity to ban trans fats. (Tiburon Cdiforniabanned them first, in 2005 Little
Tiburon,which has only 18 restaurants and a popuation of less than 9000people. Bobos) In
the past two years, severa other municipdities have also banned frans fats induding
Philaddphia, Brookline Massachusetts, Montgomery County Maryland, King County
Washington, Nassau County on Longldland. At least 23 states propo%d variouslabding
requirements or voluntary phase-outsin 2007,athoughmany of those bills have not passed.

| see Trans fat bansas awindowonto therelationship between science and govenment.
And for those of uswho do sodal studies of science, | aso think there® a story here abouthow
conaepts from science studies can be applied to studying the state.  And for that reason, |@n
going to take a brief detour from trans fats into thesodal studies of science literature andtalk
aboutE lasers! Harry Collins a British sodologist of science, has studied physcs and
physcists. Collinswritesthat in thelate 1960s Gnany laboratories throughod the world were
attempting to inarease the power output of gas lasers.O In 197Q a Canadian defense research lab
figured outaway to increase thar lasersCoutput by usng very short pulses of gas and by
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postioning thelaser@ dischargetransverse to thelasing axis. The Canadian team published ther
resultsin atopjoumd. Andyou mightthink tha thar peersin other labswould have read the
joumd articles and then set abouttrying to reproduce those results. But when Collinsvisited the
British and American labswhere the physcists were trying to build their own gaslasers, he
foundthat noneof thelabscould successfully build aworking laser usng only the published
sources. Thelabstha did manageto build working lasers could only do it when someonefrom
theorigind Canadian lab actudly came and showed them, in person,and with alot of trial and
error, the nuts and bolts of how to make thelaserswork. And after thar lasers were working,
the scientists didn't always know which aspects of it were really essential and which were
flexible.

| bring up Collingwork to make the point that scientific ideas and techniques are not
always portable. It can behard to replicate an ideawithoutworking outthe nitty-gritty details.
|@ like to arguetha in the case of trans fat bans there are also limits to the portability of
government policy. Now, usudly when sodologists study relationships between science and
govenment, they look at big federal fundng for big science projects like the Supaconduding
Supe Collider, or funding for big scientific ingitutionslike NASA, the Nationd Academies of
Science, or the Nationd Science Founddion. Some sodologists study regulatory agendes or
judges, and ask how those parts of govanment make decisonsbased on expeat knowledge But
wha aboutrelationdhips between science and smaller govenment entities, like cities? When
sodologists have thoughtaboutcities and science, they have typically thoughtof cities as
locationswhere science hgppens The prime example of this research would be Annd_ee
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Saxenian, who compared the culture of Silicon Valley to the older high tech companies around
route 128in Bogon. Thereisalso agroupof schdars who have tended to see cities as locations
where science and technology are foisted oncitizen in alarming, dysopian ways Dsurveillance
cameras, highways dividing communities, indugria pollutionfoulingtheair, etc. Mike Davis®
booksaboutLosAngdes are probably themog obviousexamples of this approach, which Nigd
Thrift has criticized as Qpanic urbanism.O But the trans fat bansare interesting because they®e a
case of something that | haven®seen addressed elsewhere in theliterature. Namely, how do
cities actudly do thar own scientific research?

Severa years ago,theNew York City Depatment 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 anda
limited budge. Sheknew it would have to be citywide programming rather than more resource-
heavy interventions In 2003 the FDA wasreleasingitsfind rule on trans fat labding andin
mid-2004,not longafter enacting the smoking ban, the Department of Health began to discuss
waysto restrict artificial trans fats. The new Deputy Director for Cardiovascular Disease
Prevention and her coworker spent abouta year reviewing the medical literature on trans fats. In
2005,the Department of Health requested tha restaurants and suppliers voluntarily remove
artificial trans fat fromthedr foods They mailed information aboutzrans fats to every food
service establishment in thecity, trained 7,000foad handlers about trans fat, and enlisted
restaurant ingoectors to survey restaurants and bakeries. Theingpectors predicted tha the
voluntary program wouldn®work, and when the surveyed restaurants and bakeries nine months
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later, therestaurant ingoectorsright At tha point the department proposd a mandaory trans fat
ban.

| want to take a moment to point out that there@ a fair amountof sodal science literature
on Ginti Oactivities Panti-tobacco, anti-nudear, anti-GMO, etc. These types of activities make
nice objects of study because theresults are easy to pinpoint -- thenudear facility is eithe shut
down or not, the hazardouswaste dunmp is sited or rejected, you can smoke at the bar or you
can® | would never say that its easy to enact those policies. But | would say tha anti activities
are different from efforts to switch certain offending components out of familiar produds. In
other words, banning smoking isisn®necessarily easy, butyou don® have to reinvent cigarettes
in order to doit. Banningtrans fats fromfoodor lead from hous pantis different because
companies need to be able to make the same thing, tha peformsin the same way, can be
distributed throughthe same networks, works for the same end-users, and cogs roughly thesame
price. Thegod isnotto ban French fries or chicken pot pie, butto figure out away to make
those thingsdifferently.

| heard thedeputy director spesk last fall, and shenoted that like the Nationd Restaurant
Assodation, shewas concerned aboutwhether there were sufficient supplies of transfat
aterndives. Alternaiveswerein theindugry pipdine because of the pending FDA labding
rule, butsomeonefromtheindudry told her that edible oil companies, seed companies and
growers were waiting for asignd and as she putit Qve sent asignd to the marketOby proposng
theban in 2006 1@ also add that they sent asignd to thenationd media. Its easy for New
Yorkersto forget that althoughwe®e something like only 3% of the American popuation, about
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99% of our nationd media are located here. Point bang tha where you do something matters.
Little Tiburon California banned trans fatsin 2005 buttha was a handful of rich hippiesin
Marin. Intha respect, policy may notbetoo different from academia, where publishingin the
American Joumd of Sodology matters alot morethan publishing in the Joumd of the
Southwestern Sodety for the Study of Companion Animals and Family Pets.

The Depatment of Health opened up a period of public comment onthear proposd frans
fat ban. It seemstha hardly anyonedisputed the science of trans fat per se. TheNationd
Restaurant Assod ation and other trade groupsraised questionsaboutfeasibility Bwere there
sufficient supplies of trans free oils, were replacement oils too cogly, wha would betheimpact
on small restaurants and GethnicOeateries, etc. The deputy director and her staff wrote
approximately 70 pages of respong and then in Octobe 30,2006hdd a public hearing to take
more comment. The Department of Health approved the ban in December 2006. But because
they had learned tha its easier to changefryingoilsthan it isto changethe shorteningsand
margarinesin baking fats, the Department staggeed thetiming, so tha theban on trans fatsin
frying oils took effect July 1, 2007and the ban for baking fats will take effect July 1, 2008.

Here@ where it getsreally interesting. Once the ban was passed, the Department of
Health established anew office, called the TransFat Help Center, to make this project work.
They didn®hire a publiic health person, they hired a culinary educator and foodwriter. Sheand
her staff created training and publicity materials in multiple languages, hired trandatorsto
opeate a hotlinefor restaurants and bakeries, and trained restaurant ingpectors to recognize trans
fatsin thar variousguises. TheTransFat Help Center also contracted with the American
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Ingitute of Baking and with a professor of baking from the Hospitality Management Department
at City Tech College part of the CUNY system, to test arepresentative sample of thetransfree
shortenings and margarines available in New York. The professor of bekingisusng he
students and the college@ kitchens much theway aprindpd investigator on a big science project
would use graduae research assistants. They®e testing each shortening and margainein their
sample by baking croissants, poundcake, buttercream frogings Danish, sweet yeast breads
severa kindsof cookies, pie crug, biscuits ... basically every category of baked goodtha
requires solid shortening (besides doughnus).  They@e testing theresults for taste, color, and
texture, rating them for different applications and writing up ther results. Thisdaawill bethe
biggest and mog comprehensve daabase of transfats alternaives for baking. Thedata as well
as free samples of variousshorteningsare aready available to local bakers uponrequest.

Frytest, an organization started by thelawyer who sued Kraft over the trans fat content of Oreos
in 2003,is developing asimilar database for frying.

The City@ TransFat Help Center also conduded some soda research, and thisiswhere|l
comein. Last fal, the New Yorker magazinewrote a story abouta Luis Nunez, a gadfly fromthe
New York City Latino Restaurant Assodation. Mr. Nunez called the proposd transfat ban an
attack on Latino culture perperated by the Anglo elite. The Department of Health set about
trying to find a Puerto Rican or Dominican restaurant tha cooked with oils containing transfats
E butit turned out they mosily use traditiond fats like lard or they use liquid oils. But the
department nonehdess had to address the Gethnic question, Oand hired several people, induding
me, to carry out case studies of Chinese, Kosher, and Italian bakeriesto see how they were
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coping with the ban and to offer them hdp with reformulation. When | visited my Chinese
bakery in July 2007, | noticed a recent invoice from ther supplier which said Gask aboutour new
transfree lineO By thetime | returned in September for afollow-upinterview, they were
already usngtransfat free margarinein al ther recipes with no reported difficulties. They were
planning to raise prices, butattributed that to therising wheat and dairy prices which are
affecting food manufacturers worldwide and at all levels of indudry. Subsequent reports
indicate tha thereis near-universal compliance with theban onfrying fats. Bakeries don®have
to becompliant for another five months TheHelp Center isin the process of conduding a
survey rightnow. Of the bakers theyQre talked to, those that have attempted to eliminate trans
fats have been mogly successful, but some glitches remain -- mainly cakeicing. Because the
Help Center knows aboutthose glitches, they can work on addressing them.

Has the ban been relatively successful because of al the advance publicity, or because of
the comprehendve produd testing and educationd materials available to bakeries? Hasit been
relatively successful because suppliers knew tha they had to make transfree oils availableina
major market? Tha may behard to pinpdnt. But et compare New Y ork to a case where the
trans fat ban seems to have been less successful, my hometown, Philadd phia.

Two monthsafter New York City approved its ban, the Philadelphia City Counal
unanimoudy approved a bill banning transfats. The counadl had debated its cigarette smoking
ban for five years, butthey unanimoudy approved the trans fat ban after only aboutthree weeks
of debae. They scheduled the ban to take effect in September, only eight monthslater. No lit
review, no critiques from theindugry, no produd testing, no case studies. And guess how well
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tha@ working out? In Octobe, thecoordinaor of the New Y ork City Trans Fat Help Center
went to Philadelphiafor a City Coundl hearing onwhether to exempt all small bakeries fromthe
transfat ban. Thesmall bakeries were notdisputing the biomedical risks assodated with trans
fats, butthey were worried abouttechnical feasibility. Assheexplained it, representatives from
small bakeries were tearing their hear out with worry tha the new transfree margarines and
shorteningswouldn®work in their recipes. At least onebakery broughtin four generations
from ther family who appaently laid it on pretty thick abouthow ther great grandpaents had
broughtthese traditiond recipes over from Sicily and thetransfat ban was going to destroy thar
traditions Let meremind youtha partially hydrogenated oils weren®commercialized urtil
1911,and everything | know aboutSicilian pastry indicates that Crisco isfar fromtraditiond in
tha setting. But ultimately, small bakeries in Philadd phia were granted a pamanent exemption
fromthecity@® frans fat ban. Voluntarily compliant small bakeries are permitted to pog asign
indicating tha thar goodsaretransfree. And afterward the hearing, a handful of small bakers
swarmed the coordinator of theNew Y ork City TransFat Help Center asking for her card Bthey
wanted copies of her report on the trans fat aternaives when the research was complete.

|®n not saying that what New Y ork City did to make its trans fat ban work was science
in the old-fashioned truth-seeking sense of tha term. But we often talk of local governments as
labsand policies as experiments. And| would say tha what thecity did shares certain
characteristics with scientific research. They noticed wha others were doing, namely the FDAG
trans fat labdingrule. They looked at wha had dong namely New Y ork@ own smoking ban,
and thoughtaboutwha they could do with ther resources and facilities. They started with a
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literature review. They tried apilot study. They took comments from critical expert reviewers.
They created a collaboration between two QabsOto condud methodical technical research ona
representative sample. They did compaative sodal research inlocal bakeries. They took it
dowly because they knew tha frying was different from baking, and they put programs in place
to educate thetechniciansBthe bakers and chefs in city eaters Bhow to make the policy work on
the ground. The case of Philadd phia seemsto indicate tha the portability of policy may be
limited withoutthe accompanying research and handson knowledge Many of the states and
citiestha consdered transfat regulationin 20062007 ultimately failed to enact those bans But
jud last week, the Bogon public health commission voted unanimoudy to ban trans fats. And
the Baltimore city coundl voted unanimoudy, after little discussion, to ban trans aswell. We
can®know exactly wha@ going to hgppen in thos cities. Bear in mindtha naiond fast food
chansare working on or have aready made significant redudionsin thesrans fat content of
thar produds, andtheoverall trendin theindudry is away from trans fats. But small regiond
chainsand individud bakeries don®have the buying power or thetime and money to test

multiple produds like the big chansdo. 1tdl beinteresting to see wha happens But | suspect

tha trans fat bans like Canadian lasers, are not necessarily a movesble feast.
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