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SUMMARY 

Research has shown that artificial trans fat consumption is associated with an increased 
risk of cardiovascular disease and other chronic conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease, 
diabetes and some cancers1,2. A voluntary approach to limiting artificial trans fats in the 
food supply implemented by the federal government in 2007 has shown improvement. 
However, many food products still contain trans fat at levels higher than voluntary 
targets3,4.   

Since 2007, the Toronto Board of Health (BOH) has advocated for national regulation of 
trans fat in the food supply to better protect Canadians.  This report recommends the 
federal government develop and implement national regulation to eliminate artificial 
trans fat from the Canadian food supply.  This aligns with recommendations from: the 
World Health Organization (WHO)5; Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada (HSF)6; 
Dietitians of Canada (DC)7; Canadian Centre for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI)8; 
the United States Food and Drug Administration (US FDA)9; and most recently the 
Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology’s report on 
Obesity in Canada10. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Medical Officer of Health recommends that: 

1. The Board of Health request the Federal Minister of Health to develop and
implement national regulation to eliminate artificial trans fat from the Canadian
food supply.
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2. The Board of Health send a copy of this report to:  the Ontario Minister of Health 

and Long-term Care; Public Health Ontario; Association of Local Public Health 
Agencies; the Canadian Cardiovascular Society; the Canadian Restaurant and 
Food Association; the Centre for Science in the Public Interest; Dietitians of 
Canada; Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada; the Ontario Public Health 
Association, and the Ontario Society for Nutrition Professionals in Public health 
urging them to also advocate to the Federal Minister of Health for national 
regulation of the use of partially hydrogenated oils. 

 
 
Financial Impact 
There are no direct financial implications arising from this report. 
 
DECISION HISTORY 
 
In March of 2007, the BOH received a report recommending the Board urge the federal 
government to regulate artificial trans fat in the Canadian food supply by implementing 
the recommendations of the federal Trans Fat Task Force. 
http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2007/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-2756.pdf) 
 
The BOH received a report in September 2007 on the federal government’s 
announcement to adopt the recommendations of the Trans Fat Task Force (TFTF) 
including a voluntary approach to reducing trans fat.  
http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2007/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-6599.pdf) 
 
In 2009, the BOH received a report outlining the interim results of Health Canada’s Trans 
Fat Monitoring Program (TFMP) and requested TPH to determine the extent to which 
artificial trans fat-containing food products were still available in Toronto grocery stores 
and food service establishments. 
http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2009/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-18201.pdf) 
 
In 2011, the BOH endorsed recommendations to urge the federal government to enact 
regulation of the TFTF guidelines, and to continue monitoring artificial trans fat in the 
food supply. http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2011/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-
39470.pdf) 
 
ISSUE BACKGROUND 
 
Artificial or industrially produced trans fats are a chemical side effect of adding hydrogen 
molecules to unsaturated vegetable oils to create partially hydrogenated vegetable oils. 
This causes the oils to be more stable, extends shelf life, allows liquid oils to become 
solid at room temperature and is a cheaper alternative to animal and other vegetable fats.  
Partially hydrogenated vegetable oils have been in wide use in Canada since the 1970s 
and are the primary source of artificial trans fat.  Artificial trans fats are commonly found 
in margarines and baked goods like cookies, crackers, pastries and deep-fried foods. 
Artificial trans fats are different from naturally occurring trans fats that are found in low 
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levels in meat and dairy foods. Currently, there are no indications that natural trans fats 
should be avoided. 
 
Research has consistently indicated that artificial trans fats affect chronic diseases 
including diabetes and cancer, and increase the risk of coronary heart disease even when 
consumed at relatively low amounts1,2,11.  The main source of artificial trans fat in the 
food supply is partially hydrogenated vegetable oils, and some recommendations for 
addressing trans fats have focused on these oils. 
 
In 2009, WHO concluded that the removal of partially hydrogenated vegetable oils would 
result in important health benefits and deemed the evidence sufficient to recommend that 
they be significantly reduced or virtually eliminated in the food supply10.  A 2016 study 
from Denmark12, the first country to regulate the use of artificial trans fat in their food 
supply in 2003, showed a significant decrease in heart disease mortality and the reduction 
in artificial trans fat consumption as contributing to the change. 
 
The US FDA estimates that federal regulation to virtually eliminate partially 
hydrogenated oils could prevent 20,000 heart attacks and 7,000 deaths annually9.  
Previously, Health Canada estimated that 3,000 heart attack deaths could be prevented 
and up to $450 million saved annually in health-care costs and workforce productivity 
losses if increased restrictions on trans fat were implemented in Canada13.  An earlier 
Canadian economic study estimated that nearly $7 billion in additional heart disease 
benefits would be realized under national regulation of trans fats14. 
 
Since 2007, the Toronto BOH has advocated for national regulation of trans fat in the 
food supply to better protect Canadians.  At the time, these recommendations advised the 
federal government to follow the requirements determined by the Trans Fat Task Force 
(TFTF), and implement a regulatory approach that placed a trans fat limit of 2% of total 
fat content for oils and margarines and 5% of total fat content for other food products15.  
Other strategies and targets have since been implemented globally, including federal 
regulation. Recently, the US FDA and the WHO have called for the virtual elimination of 
partially hydrogenated oils (PHO) from the food supply, as they are the primary source of 
artificial trans fat9.  
 
COMMENTS 
 
Regulation 
 
In 2012, the WHO conducted a systematic review exploring effective policy interventions 
designed to reduce trans fat consumption16.  The policy interventions included:  national 
trans fat ban; local trans fat ban; mandatory labelling with voluntary limits; mandatory 
labelling and voluntary self-regulation.  Those with national bans saw close to 100% of 
all food products being classified as trans fat free, with local bans varying between 92-
99% for fried and restaurant food and 59% for all other fast foods. Those with voluntary 
limits, mandatory labelling and self regulation also showed progress but had varying 
success rates depending on the food category analyzed. This has led the WHO to 
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conclude that regulatory approaches should be used to provide the most protection from 
trans fat consumption. 
 
Many countries around the world have enacted trans fat policies with multiple countries 
implementing national regulation to virtually eliminate artificial trans fats from the food 
supply while others have taken the approach to limit all (total) trans fat in the food 
supply16,17,18.  
 
Denmark was the first country to impose strict limits on artificial trans fat allowed in 
food products.  Danish guidelines limited the use of artificial trans fat to 2% of total fat 
for oils and fat used in a food product.  This approach has shown a decreased intake of 
trans fat in all age groups by approximately 90%. It was noted that most food companies 
were able to fully comply within one year.  While other public health interventions 
occurred during this time, it is thought that the trans fat legislation contributed to the 
significant decrease in cardio vascular disease events12,16. 
 
As Denmark developed the original regulation with successful results, many countries 
have adopted trans fat legislation with the same or similar guidelines. This includes 
Austria, Switzerland, South Africa, Iceland, Sweden and Norway17,18,19,20.  Other 
countries such as the United States and Taiwan, have recently adopted trans fat 
legislation that will ban the use of partially hydrogenated oils from the food supply9,21. 
This was done in the United States by making an official determination that partially 
hydrogenated oils were no longer “generally recognized as safe” (GRAS) for human 
consumption and mandated that food manufacturers remove them from the food supply 
within three years9.18.  Legislation under the US Federal Food, Drug and Cosmetic Act 
requires that a food additive can be used as long as it is generally recognized among 
experts as being safe under the conditions of its intended use, or “generally recognized as 
safe” (GRAS).  Canada does not have a similar GRAS system in place.  
 
Canadian Context 
 
In early 2005, Health Canada and the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada co-chaired 
a multi-stakeholder task force to develop recommendations and strategies to eliminate or 
reduce processed trans fat in the Canadian food supply.  The recommendations made by 
the Trans Fat Task Force (TFTF) in their 2006 report called for a regulatory approach to 
limit all trans fat to 2% of total fat content for oils and margarines and 5% total fat 
content for other food products23.   
 
In 2007, the federal government first chose a voluntary approach to implement the 
guidelines that focused on a monitoring program and educating consumers about trans 
fats on the Nutrition Facts Table. The government gave the food industry until 2009 to 
meet targets or regulatory action would be taken.  The federal government began the 
Trans Fat Monitoring Program (TFMP)24 during this period, which examined trans fat 
content of foods from grocery stores, small and medium-sized family and quick service 
restaurants, and cafeterias found in institutions.  The TFMP was discontinued and the 
voluntary program has remained unmonitored since 2009.  In 2012, the Federal Minister 
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of Health confirmed that the federal government would continue with a voluntary 
approach to artificial trans fat instead of imposing regulation on the food industry.   
 
While product and consumer data collected during the TFMP indicate that this approach 
significantly reduced trans fat consumption and trans fat availability in food products, a 
2010 TPH spot-check3 and a 2014 University of Toronto study4 indicated trans fat levels 
were still above the targets set by the TFTF; most notably in frozen pizzas, ready-to-bake 
dough, dairy-free cheeses, cake mixes and frosting, lard and shortening, coffee whiteners, 
and various bakery products.  Recently, some of these products have also been found to 
have increased levels of artificial trans fat.  This is significant as it increases the public's 
exposure to artificial trans fats and associated risk factors and it may disproportionately 
affect families living with low income as these foods are often more affordable.  There is 
also some concern that while other jurisdictions have or will be implementing federal 
regulation with strict limits, Canada will experience an influx of imported products that 
do not meet the trans fat limits imposed elsewhere. 
 
In late 2015 the mandate letter for the federal Minister of Health included developing 
regulations to eliminate trans fat in the Canadian food supply.   
 
In early 2016, several Montreal-area councils adopted a motion supporting federal 
regulations to eliminate artificial trans fat in the Canadian food supply.   
 
The voluntary approach has not reduced trans fat to an appropriate level in Canada to 
minimize health risks.  As artificial trans fats have been found to increase chronic disease 
risk even when consumed in small amounts, it is recommended that the Board of Health 
support the recommendation requesting the Federal Health Minister to regulate the 
removal of artificial trans fat from the Canadian food supply. 
 
CONTACT 
Carol Timmings, Director    Anne Birks, Manager 
Chronic Disease & Injury Prevention   Chronic Disease & Injury Prevention 
Tel: 416-338-8402     Tel: 416-338-7550 
Email: ctimming@toronto.ca    Email: abirks@toronto.ca 
 
 
SIGNATURE 
 
 
 
 
_______________________________ 
Dr. David McKeown 
Medical Officer of Health  
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