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Corporate Cookies 
If Europeans can buy Oreos without nasty trans-fats, why can’t Americans do the same?
WEB-EXCLUSIVE COMMENTARY 

By Gersh Kuntzman 

Newsweek 

Updated: 2:05 p.m. ET June 28, 2005 

June 28 - Hey, Kraft: Gotcha! A few weeks ago, I ran a column about the megacorporation's effort to create an Oreo cookie without trans-fats, those pernicious frankenlipids that not only clog your arteries, but actually help lower your "good" cholesterol at the same time. Trans-fats like partially hydrogenated soybean oil are so omnipresent in the American diet that even the government eventually noticed it and, starting next year, food producers like Kraft will be forced to reveal on the nutritional label how many grams of trans-fats are in each serving.

 
As I wrote last month, Kraft chose to meet this new reporting requirement head on: by finally accepting that it had to clean up the poison it was pouring into our bodies. Kraft set out to create the trans-fat-free Oreo. The company claimed in recent news stories that putting the Oreo on a trans-fat diet took two years and cost tens of millions of dollars in research (are we supposed to feel sorry for Kraft?). A company spokesman told me that it cost so much because it's tricky to figure out how to make Oreos without trans-fats. The company told me that in some versions, the "creamy" center would be too liquid-y to hold the "chocolate" cookies in place during the long shipping process. The company told me that in other versions, the cookie didn't have the "right crunch." 

I bought it hook, line and fatty acid. It turns out that I should've been more thorough. After my article appeared, a woman named Antoinette Vermilye wrote me from Switzerland and was shocked--shocked!--that a journalist of my food-consuming gifts had bought into Kraft's tale of overworked, but passionate food scientists burning the midnight (and artery-clogging-) oil in their two-year struggle to find an alternative to Frankenfats. 
"They certainly didn't need two years to come up with an Oreo without trans-fats," Vermilye told me, "because none of the Oreos we buy here in Europe have trans-fats. They could've just borrowed the European recipe." 
And that was the "Gotcha!" moment. I felt like Geraldo opening up Al Capone's safe! Maybe this wasn't Watergate, but I had caught Kraft in a creamy white lie: It's not difficult at all to get Oreos without partially hydrogenated soybean oil (which was invented 100 years ago as a candle wax but worked so good as a fat substitute that Proctor and Gamble called it Crisco and sold it to housewives). Just go to any grocery store in Europe. 
Vermilye asked me for an explanation. I suggested that the food producers and the car companies are in cahoots to create increasingly fat people to justify the increasingly large cars.) I immediately called Kraft spokeswoman Elisabeth Wenner, who repeated the same company line about how "adjusting the recipe for original Oreo has been one of the toughest challenges" the company has ever faced. "We've conducted over 100 plant trials, invested more than 30,000 person hours, and tested over 200 recipes."
And then I sprung my trap. What about the fact that Europeans are already enjoying no trans-fat Oreos? Why couldn't Kraft just use the recipe for Euroreos? Again, Wenner fell back into corporate doublespeak.
"Each market has its own set of unique consumer taste preferences and manufacturing conditions. And while it's important to note that our initiative to reduce or eliminate trans-fat in our products is global in scope, we need to deliver on individual market expectations." In other words, a Euroreo wouldn't taste exactly like an American Oreo.
And what would be so bad about that? Vermilye had not only helped me uncover Kraft's plot to poison American kids, but not their European counterparts, but she also sent me a few packs of the Euroreos. To determine their comparative quality, I called top New York City chef Scott Campbell to tell me if trans-fats not only poisoned our kids, but tasted bad, too. (Full disclosure: I've always liked Scott; he's down-to-earth, very knowledgeable about food and, unlike most of his colleagues, still gets behind the stove and actually cooks meals for his customers.) 
Campbell could taste the difference immediately: "The cookie part of the European Oreo is much denser and darker than the American version, which crumbles up like shortbread. That's a concession to the American palate." That made sense because partially-hydrogenated oils made foods like biscuits and pie crusts flakier (in addition to giving such "foods" a NASA-like shelf life). To compensate for the denser cookie, the Euroreos had a thicker layer of cream filling--and the filling was actually creamy. "The American filling is so gritty because fake fat and sugar don't mix as well as real fat and sugar," Campbell said. 
I clearly thought the Euroreos were better, but Campbell refused to answer the subjective question. "It's like Led Zeppelin and Gustav Mahler. People like them both," he said. "But it reminds me of a very loyal customer of ours who comes in all the time with his own can of Diet Coke. He always says, 'Don't be insulted, but I just like the tinny taste from the can.'|"
Sounds like that guy should be doing product testing for Kraft.
Gersh Kuntzman is producing "SUV: The Musical!" at the NY International 
Fringe Festival this August. Go to http://www.suvthemusical.com for updates. 
