
The Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) to the
UK government has just released it’s preliminary findings on
dietary carbohydrates. Scrupulous in its methodology, the
committee surveyed thousands of research studies from the UK,
USA, Australia, UN, EU and more. The 365-pages detail clinical
trials, cohort studies (uniform groups over time) and meta-
analyses (analysis of analysis).

The results? Eat good food, a little of everything, avoid too
much added sugar and be sure to have that apple a day. At least,
that’s the gist of it. 

Chemistry of Carbohydrates
Given that I am writing about carbohydrates, a short lesson in
chemistry might be in order.

I expect you know all this stuff, so you might want to skip the
next three paragraphs.

Green plants (seaweed, grass, trees, tomatoes...) create ‘food’
by photosynthesis, the action of sun and chlorophyll. Basically:
carbon dioxide + water = sugar and oxygen. The sugar comes in
two almost identical forms, fructose and glucose. These simple
six-carbon sugar chains are vital to all energy exchanges in
plants and animals. Plants and animals like to store things, so
next in line are double sugars such as sucrose, maltose and
dextrose. They all taste sweet.

After that we have the intermediate sugars (saccharides)
made up of three to nine basic sugars. They are not especially
sweet and go by the name of oligosaccharides (oligo meaning a
few). I shall come back to these later. After that we get starches:
great long chains of sugars often curled up in microscopic balls
(granules) in wheat, corn, rice, potatoes, carrots, nuts, unripened
fruit, and so on. Green plants can reverse this sugar/starch
system as needed. Animals like us cannot create sugars. We can,
however, disassemble them when we need energy, which is all
of the time. 

The final edifice that plants create from sugar is cellulose and
lignin, the stuff plant cellwalls and trees are made of. These
enormous molecules are held together by a few specialized
oligosaccharides such as pectin which have branched chains that

can attach in three dimensions. Many of these complexes are
insoluble and indigestible to most animals and we refer to them
as fibres. The basic building bricks of all starches and fibres are
sugars.

Back To The SACN Report
The first several sections are devoted to a comparison of sugars
and starches. They compare ratios of both of these carbohydrate
groups in a range of diets with high and low protein, and high
and low fat. Their conclusion?

‘This assessment is based on 67 prospective cohort studies
and 41 randomized controlled trials investigating the
relationship between sugars, individual sugars, sugars-
sweetened foods and beverages and sugar alcohol intake and
cardio-metabolic, colo-rectal and oral health outcomes. There
is a lack of evidence to draw conclusions on the impact of
sugars intake on the majority of cardio-metabolic outcomes in
adults, including body weight.’ (My emphasis)

In other words, these studies could not identify any sugars or
starches as inherently bad: sugars and starches are all equally
good as food. The authors qualify this by asserting that ‘there is
substantial potential for bias’ in trials such as these. Many
studies were conducted with the goal of demonstrating that
some carbs are bad for you and that is simply bad science. What
is especially interesting is a comment made about ‘high fructose
corn syrup,’ also known as ‘isoglucose.’ This is the re-synthesized
glucose/fructose blended sugar derived from corn starch and is
the primary sweetener in cold beverage drinks and processed
foods. These two sugars are metabolised differently after
ingestion. ‘No studies specifically investigating the effects of high
fructose corn syrup were identified that met the inclusion
criteria. As there is concern around fructose consumption and
its implications to cardio-metabolic health, [these] trials did not
meet the inclusion criteria for this report...’ The question is moot. 

Further: a long list of sugar and starch foods were plotted
against an equally long list of common chronic illnesses. These
include: rice, potatoes, whole wheat and refined wheat, raw and
processed sugar against: cardiovascular disease, stroke,
diabetes, hypertension, glycemia, colo-rectal cancer, weight gain
and body fat. Again, ‘There is a lack of available evidence on the
relationship between starch or starch-rich foods and colo-rectal
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Eat food, not too much, mostly plants.
—Michael Pollan, In Defense of Food: An Eaters Manifesto



cancer.... type 2 diabetes... cardiovascular risks...’ and so on. The
problem, therefore, is not with the food.

Where the study does begin to get interesting is in the
analysis of dietary oligosaccharides, that strange but vital group
of compounded sugars that hold plants together, and the
cellulose and fibers that comprise the skin of fruit, bran and non-
digestible carbohydrates. Suddenly, there is a change. Since they
are non-digestible, they cannot be responsible for weight gain,
but they are the basis of a fermentation process that supports
the incredibly complex biomass in our lower intestines. The
studies consistently identified a high fiber diet as the way to
avoid or reduce chronic disease. 

Typically: ‘the evidence from prospective cohort studies
indicates diets rich in dietary fiber are associated with a lower
incidence of cardiovascular diseases, coronary events, stroke
and type 2 diabetes mellitus, colon and rectal cancer. This
assessment is based on 87 randomized controlled trials
investigating the relationship between supplements of resistant
starch, oligosaccharide or inulin and cardio-metabol[ites].’

The authors continue: ‘The dietary reference value is based
on evidence in which the consumption of a variety of foods rich
in dietary fiber as a naturally integrated component is associated
with beneficial health outcomes. A diet rich in these foods will
also usually be rich in micronutrients and phytochemicals that
may have additional health benefits.... Dietary fiber intake
should be largely achieved from a variety of foods, such as whole
grains, pulses (eg: kidney beans, haricot beans, lentils), potatoes,
vegetables and fruits, where it is a naturally integrated
component. At this time, it is not known whether extracted or
isolated dietary fibres would convey the range of health benefits
associated with the consumption of dietary fiber rich foods.’

So, high grain vegetables and raw fruit will provide us with
sugar, starch and fiber in more or less the right ratios. Processed

foods frequently have added sugar and have the fibers removed. 
What is left unsaid, is that some of these non-digestible

carbohydrates (oligosaccharies and fibres) now labeled
‘prebiotics,’ have become a hot new commodity. Then in
carefully couched terms the study authors go on to say that
‘extracted or isolated’ food additives (probiotics) are unknown
values. Better to eat a fresh whole apple than a processed one!
(They do say however, that a very high fiber diet may lead to
increased flatulence.) 

In short, all naturally occurring carbohydrates are good food,
and plant-based foods high in fiber are especially powerful
agents for continued good health. However, while sugars,
starches and fibers are beneficial, an overconsumption of sugars
and starches creates a surplus of calories that can in turn lead to
obesity and it is this secondary effect that is to blame for health
problems. It is the abuse of our food that is killing us. 

The penultimate word: ‘The National Diet and Nutrition
Survey shows that, as a whole, the population consumes more
than the recommended amount of sugars and the intake of fibre
is below current advice. With the proposed increase of the
dietary reference value for fibre and the reduction of the dietary
reference value for free sugars, the difference between
recommendations and the population’s intake would become
even greater for both. In order to address this imbalance, there
needs to be a change in the population’s diet so that people
derive a greater proportion of dietary energy from carbohydrate-
rich foods that are low in free sugars and high in dietary fiber.’

What this study does not address are allergies, politics,
ethical food-growing, culture and distribution. Neither does it
discuss lifestyle: that pasta dinner with a side salad, followed by
coffee and ice cream, is good for you—if first you split a cord of
wood. 

The moral: eat real food, not too much, mostly local plants. 
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