
On Jan. 1, 2003, the Gov-
ernment of Canada intro-

duced a new nutrition labelling
system through amendments to
regulations pertaining to the

Food and Drugs Act.
The regulations make
nutrition labelling on
most prepackaged
foods mandatory and
standardize the con-
tent and design of nu-
trition labels so that
consumers will know
what information to
expect and where to
find it. In addition,
the compositional cri-
teria for nutrient con-
tent claims (e.g., “no
sugar added”) have
been strengthened,
and a small number of

specific health food claims for
foods whose consumption may
reduce the risk of heart disease,
osteoporosis, hypertension, den-
tal caries and certain cancers will
be permitted. The food industry
has been given 3 years to com-
ply, and small businesses 5
years. Exemptions from these
regulations apply to certain food
products, including those with
more than 0.5% alcohol.

The hope is that, with more
accessible information about
food, coupled with education,

Canadians will make more in-
formed food choices and stave
off diet-associated diseases such
as diabetes, certain cancers,
heart disease and stroke. To
support the new regulations,
the Canadian Diabetes Associa-
tion, in collaboration with the
Dietitians of Canada and an ad-
visory committee of stakehold-
ers, developed an interactive ed-
ucation program and resources
known as Healthy Eating is in
Store for YouTM (www.healthy
eatingisinstore.ca). Tidbits from
this program and from Health
Canada’s Nutrition Labelling
Web site (www.hc-sc.gc.ca
/hpfb-dgpsa/onpp-bppn/labelling
-etiquetage/index_e.html) are
offered here. 

Physicians may wish to in-
form their patients about the
new food labels and direct them
to the 3 main components: the
standardized Nutrition Facts la-
bel, the list of ingredients (all in-
gredients are included in order
of weight) and nutrition claims.
The Nutrition Facts label will
provide information on a min-
imum of 13 core nutrients, in-
cluding total calories, for a
specific serving size. Before
comparing like products, con-
sumers should realize that the
serving size may vary between
products, may differ from por-

tion sizes in Canada’s Food
Guide to Healthy Eating and
may differ from the serving size
they usually consume.

To allow consumers to com-
pare the nutrient values of dif-
ferent food products of compa-
rable serving size, the Nutrition
Facts label lists the % Daily
Value of most of the core nutri-
ents. This value puts nutrients
on a scale from 0% to 100% so
that consumers will know
whether there is a little or a lot
of a nutrient in one serving of a
packaged food. For carbohy-
drates and fat, the scale is based
on a diet of 2000 kcal/d; for
micronutrients (e.g., calcium
and iron), the value is based on
Recommended Nutrient In-
takes, some of which are based
on old values and need to be
harmonized with the more cur-
rent Dietary Reference Intakes.

Since caloric, vitamin and
mineral needs vary between in-
dividuals (e.g., iron and vitamin
A and C requirements vary by
age and sex), consumers should
be discouraged from using the
% Daily Value as a prescriptive
guide to add up their daily in-
take. Rather, it is designed to
help them make food choices
according to their need to in-
crease or decrease particular
nutrients.

Physicians should encourage
their patients to compare total
calories, total fat and total fibre.
Fats get special mention be-
cause some choices are health-
ier than others (Table 1). In
their natural state, fatty acids
are either completely saturated
with hydrogen or are unsatu-
rated, having one or more dou-
ble bonds between the carbon
atoms. Unsaturated fats exist in
2 configurations (cis and trans).
By virtue of their configura-
tion, cis unsaturated fats are
liquid at room temperature,
whereas trans unsaturated fats
are harder. Trans unsaturated
fats are found naturally, in
small amounts, in certain ani-
mal products such as butter,
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Table 1: Types of dietary fat and their sources

Type of fat General properties Food sources

Saturated Solid at room temperature;
raise serum cholesterol level

Meat, poultry, milk, cheese, butter,
lard and tropical oils (palm, coconut)

Monounsaturated Liquid at room temperature;
do not raise serum
cholesterol level

Olive, canola and peanut oils (and
margarines), nuts and seeds

Polyunsaturated Liquid at room temperature;
do not raise serum
cholesterol level

Sunflower, safflower, corn and soya
bean oils (and margarines), nuts and
seeds

Omega-3 Polyunsaturated fats that lower
triglyceride levels; do not
lower serum cholesterol level

Many fish (e.g., salmon, sardines,
mackerel, trout and herring), ground
flax seed, and soy bean and canola oils

Hydrogenated and
trans fatty acids

Raise serum cholesterol level;
thicken liquid oil to make it
stable and spreadable

Processed food that contains
shortening or partially hydrogenated
vegetable oil ( especially fried and
commercially baked products)
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whole milk, cheese and meats.
Much more common in the
Canadian diet are the trans fats
found in many processed foods.
They are the result of a food
manufacturing technique —
hydrogenation — that converts
liquid oils to a semi-solid form
that is more spreadable and sta-
ble for shelf life.

Most trans fats, such as satu-
rated fat, raise serum low-
density lipoprotein cholesterol
levels, whereas omega-3 polyun-
saturated fats, found in many
fish, nuts, seeds and oils, do not
raise cholesterol levels but do
lower triglyceride levels. The
Nutrition Facts label breaks
down the total amount of fat
into saturated and trans fats,

with the residual being unsatu-
rated fat.

It is neither possible nor ad-
visable to eliminate saturated fat
from a typical whole-food diet.
This would require extraordi-
nary, unhealthy adjustments,
since all sources of fat and oil are
mixtures of fatty acids. More-
over, saturated fats are an essen-
tial component of cell walls. De-
pending on individual intake,
many Canadians may need to
reduce the amount of saturated
fat in their diet, and all Cana-
dians should reduce their intake
of hydrogenated trans fats in
processed foods. The Nutrition
Facts label can be used to guide
consumers toward healthier food
purchases. 

In addition to informing pa-
tients about the new Nutrition
Facts label, physicians should re-
mind them to check the ingredi-
ents list of food products, because
added fats, sugars and sodium
come in many guises (Table 2).
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Table 2: Words to watch for on ingredient lists for fats, sodium and sugars

Nutrient Words to watch for on the ingredient list

Fat • Glycerides
• Glycerol
• Esters

• Shortening
• Oil

Saturated fat • Tallow or beef fat, lard, suet, 
bacon fat, chicken fat

• Butter
• Coconut or coconut oil

• Hydrogenated fats and oils
• Cocoa butter
• Palm or palm kernel oil
• Powdered whole milk solids

Trans fat • Hydrogenated fats and oils

Sodium (salt) • Salt
• Monosodium glutamate
• Baking powder, baking soda
• Disodium phosphate
• Sodium bisulfate
• Brine

• Garlic salt, onion salt, celery salt
• Soy sauce
• Sodium alginate, sodium 

benzoate, sodium hydroxide, 
sodium propionate

Sugars • Fructose, sucrose, maltose, 
lactose, honey

• Liquid sugar, invert sugar, 
liquid invert sugar, syrup

• Galactose, dextrose, dextrin, corn
syrup solids, molasses, raisin 
syrup

Hint: watch for words ending in “ose”

Sugar
alcohols

• Isomalt
• Lactitol
• Mannitol

• Maltitol
• Sorbitol
• Xylitol

Hint: watch for words ending in “ol”

Source: www.healthyeatingisinstore.ca


