KFC to Cut Back Trans Fat
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Fried-chicken giant KFC said Monday it will switch to trans-fat-free cooking oil in its U.S. restaurants by next spring, although some popular items will continue to contain the artery-clogging ingredient.

The chain, a unit of Yum Brands Inc., is swapping solid shortening for a soybean oil containing no trans fat, the company announced, confirming reports by franchisees late last week. KFC's announcement said all 5,500 of its U.S. restaurants will switch to the low-linolenic oil by April. In recent months, a number of franchisees have quietly made the switch.

The move is among the most significant by a U.S. fast-food chain. KFC has long been a target of critics seeking to eliminate or reduce trans fat in food.

Items such as its original recipe and extra crispy chicken, popcorn chicken and buffalo wings, which now contain as much as 4.5 grams of trans fat per order, will henceforth contain none. But KFC President Gregg Dedrick said some products including biscuits will still be made with trans fat while KFC keeps looking for alternatives.

Other restaurant chains have been working to go to trans fat-free cooking, a challenge in that many oils low in trans fat change the taste of food. This past summer, Wendy's International Inc. began converting to trans fat-free cooking. More recently, Walt Disney Co. said food sold in its theme parks and resorts will be trans-fat free by the end of next year.

McDonald's Corp. and Burger King, a unit of Burger King Holdings Inc., are known to be testing various oils to similarly reduce or eliminate trans fats from their food, particularly French fries and chicken products.

KFC's announcement came just ahead of a New York City Board of Health public hearing on a plan to make New York the first U.S. city to ban restaurants from serving food containing artificial trans fats. At the hearing, restaurant industry representatives said they would need time to implement the proposed ban on artificial trans fat and questioned whether there is enough U.S. supply of alternative oils to make up for the product if it is banned.

If New York City approves banning food with artificial trans fats, it would only affect city restaurants, not grocery stores. But experts said the city's foodservice industry is so large, any change in its rules is likely to ripple nationwide.

"It's huge. It's going to be the trendsetter for the entire country," said Suzanne Vieira, director of the culinary nutrition program at Johnson & Wales University in Providence, R.I., where students are experimenting with substitute oils and shortenings.

Chicago officials have talked about such a ban and several regional restaurant chains say they have already made the conversion.

U.S. food manufacturers had to disclose the amount of trans fatty acids in their food as of this past January under a Food and Drug Administration mandate. Trans fats are formed when liquid vegetable oils are hydrogenated, a process that extends their useful life. Health authorities say trans fats raise the LDL, or bad, cholesterol levels in the blood and lower the HDL, or good, cholesterol. Artificial trans fat is so common that the average American eats 4.7 pounds of it a year, according to the FDA.

Learning of KFC's planned change, the Center for Science in the Public Interest, a Washington-based watchdog group, said Monday it is withdrawing a lawsuit asking that the chain stop using cooking oil containing trans fat, or post signs in its restaurants notifying customers of the ingredient's levels in its food. When it was filed last June, KFC parent Yum Brands called the class-action litigation "frivolous" and "completely without merit."
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