
 T
he fallout was spectacular.

It featured many of the hallmarks 
of a red-blooded political scandal: 
accusations; recriminations; resigna-
tions; swathes of feverish comments 

on the bottom half of the internet.
But the trigger this time wasn’t questionable 

expenses claims, an unexpected referendum 
result, or even a cavalcade of executive orders 
that may or may not be constitutionally  sound. 
It was a document about nutrition. 

Laboriously entitled (take a deep breath) 
“Eat Fat, Cut The Carbs And Avoid Snacking 
To Reverse Obesity And Type-2 Diabetes”, 
the report was fired out to the UK press last 
year by the National Obesity Forum (NOF), 
an independent charity. This rebel campaign 
group, made up of assorted health profession-
als, countered the conventional low-fat dietary 
advice that has been dished out in the UK since 
1983 – the same year the British population 
abruptly started getting fatter. NOF suggested 
ten new commandments for the obese and the 
diabetic, including headline-grabbing claims 
that eating fat doesn’t actually make you fat 
(or cause heart disease), starchy and refined 
carbohydrates should be limited to prevent and 
reverse type-2 diabetes, counting calories is a 
waste of time, and you can’t outrun a bad diet. 

This lower-carb approach, in various guises, 
has actually been in circulation for more than 
150 years, but has never made the mainstream. 
William Banting, a once-portly undertaker,  
started a “Banting” craze in 1863 with his 
Letter On Corpulence. Dr Robert Atkins shook 
things up with his high-fat theories, first with 
his “Super Diet” in American Vogue in 1970, 
then in his controversial Diet Revolution book 
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Whether it’s low-fat, no-carbs or clean eating, the pressure to change our diet is all-consuming. 
But who can we trust when the government, lobbyists and Insta-chefs dish out different advice?

The UK’s mainstream scientific community,  
too, was outraged by that audacious NOF 
report: it contradicted government-stamped 
wisdom so publicly. Public Health England 
(PHE) immediately swiped back with a state-
ment saying the NOF’s messages conflict with 
both “the broad evidence base and interna-
tionally agreed interpretations of it”. PHE 
spokesman Professor John Newton was also 
moved to defend the body’s close links to 
the food industry (its “Eatwell Guide” is 
constructed  with input from several figures 
linked unequivocally to processed-food brands 
such as Coca-Cola, McDonald’s and Nestlé). “It 
would be irresponsible for us to not engage 
with those who produce and market the food 
we all eat,” he said. The guide, which is pro-
starch and anti-fat – and even features a little 
corner for crisps, chocolate and biscuits – had 
been denounced as a “metabolic time bomb” 
by the NOF.

The Forum’s report was perhaps a little evan-
gelical, and was certainly controversial, but it 
highlighted a need to at least review the nutri-
tional advice we are currently fed. After it 
made the headlines, the personal attacks and 
infighting quickly followed. Four members of 
the NOF resigned – not in protest against the 
content of the report, mind you, but because 
they said they were not consulted before it 
was published.

But what came next seemed almost like a 
coordinated attack on conventional wisdom. 
Almost immediately, patient forum diabetes.
co.uk revealed the results of the largest 
pilot study into low-carb eating yet, which 
suggested that it can control type-2 diabetes 
(something that both the Swedish Board Of    

in 1972. American science journalist Gary 
Taubes riled the establishment with his New 
York Times piece “What If It’s All Been A Big Fat 
Lie?” in 2002. Journalist Nina Teicholz took up 
the mantle with The Big Fat Surprise in 2014.

The post-Atkins generation has tweaked, 
rebranded and reclaimed the diet as keto, 
Banting, LCHF (low-carb high-fat) or paleo. In 

South Africa, Banting restaurants and shops 
are big business – but it’s a movement still ral-
lying against the official line and really upset-
ting dieticians. Professor Tim Noakes, author of 
The Real Meal Revolution, tweeted that good 
choices for infant weaning are LCHF meat and 
vegetables – a move that has seen him charged 
with “unprofessional conduct” by the coun-
try’s Health Professions Council. The verdict is 
due this month.

Plate or never: Information about food and 
diet is loaded with uncertainty and bias
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 Health And Welfare and the American 
Diabetic Association have maintained for 
years). A week later, a former shadow health 
minister waded in: Lord McColl, emeritus 
professor of surgery at Guy’s Hospital, London, 
told the House Of Lords that, in the face of the 
huge amounts of carbohydrates people are 
now consuming, low-fat diets and exercise are 
pointless for those trying to shed the pounds. 
And it didn’t take long for The New Scientist 
to run: “Fat vs carbs: What’s really worse for 
your health?” on the cover. The comment piece 
inside acknowledged the flaws in the NOF’s 
report, but admitted that “the consensus on 
fat, carbs and health has been under pressure 
for years and there is growing evidence that 
the orthodox advice needs revising”. Next up 
– in the same week – the BMJ Open Journal 
published a study that suggested that elevated 
cholesterol doesn’t cause heart disease in 
the elderly and using statins to reduce it is 
probably pointless.

As the then-chancellor George Osborne had 
also just announced his new tax on sugary 
drinks, it’s fair to say the mainstream, dietary-
fat-fearing medical establishment was taking 
quite a bludgeoning. This February, one of the 
world’s top cardiologists Salim Yusuf presented 
evidence from the PURE study, a large ongoing 
epidemiological study of 140,000 people in 17 
countries. He concluded that many current 
nutritional guidelines are not supported by 
evidence, adding that the incidence of cardio-
vascular disease rises with carbohydrate intake 
– and fat could actually be protective.

This is not the first Battle Of The Diets we’ve 
seen, but it’s certainly the first time that forces 
from “the other side” have advanced so far. 
Thanks to the internet and social media, 
nutritional science has been somewhat 
democratised. None of the experts seem to 
be reading from the same menu, after all. 
Many GPs admit to receiving little nutritional 
training, relying on the guidelines provided 
by the NHS and NICE – guidelines that are 
only ever mildly tweaked, never overhauled. 
Opinions about what is correct and healthy 
are now more divided and diverse – and 
significantly more visible – than ever before.

Want to live long and prosper? Good luck. 
You’re on your own. No one can agree how the 
hell to eat any more.

 I
n 2017, we find ourselves overwhelmed 
by information about food and diets. 
What began as a Nineties love for celeb-
rity chefs has, this century, warped into a 
national obsession with photogenic  meals. 

From the dirtiest dude food and freakshakes to 
the worthiest smoothies and spirals, they are 
all dutifully Instagrammed and hashtagged. In 

recent years, Instagram also became home to 
the “clean-eating” poster girls and boys, from 
Jasmine and Melissa Hemsley and “Deliciously” 
Ella Mills to Tess Ward and Joe Wicks.

But for all the articles about #cleaneating, 
almost as much again has now been written 
about the recent “backlash” against it, with 
assorted journalists and chefs stepping forward 
to brag about their unwavering commitment to 
the Victoria sponge and to accuse the Insta-
nutritionists of quackery. Some have even 
warned us of the dangers of orthorexia – an 
unhealthy obsession with healthy food.

Earlier this year, a BBC Horizon documentary, 
“Clean Eating: The Dirty Truth”, investigated 
approaches as diverse as veganism, the “alkaline 
diet” and going grain free – grouping them all 
together, slightly unfairly, under the “clean-
eating” banner. It revealed that the Hemsley 
sisters, who declined an invitation to take 
part, were keen to distance themselves from 
the movement. Instead, they issued a short 
statement about not believing in “absolutes”, 
adding: “No one way of eating suits everyone.”

Ella Mills, who did agree to appear, told host 
Dr Giles Yeo that she felt the term had lost its 

way. “The word ‘clean’ has become too com-
plicated and too loaded,” she said. “As far as 
I understand, when I first read the term it 
meant natural, kind of unprocessed, and now it 
doesn’t mean that at all. It means diet. It means 
fad.” Biochemist Dr Yeo concluded the show by 
emphasising his trust in science, evidence and 
objectivity over the “world of clean”, driven 
by “personal beliefs”.

But the trend for clean eating, at least when 
understood as something that concentrates 
on unprocessed food rather than lumping it 
together with diets that outlandishly claim 
to cure cancer, is really just a symbol of the 
not-so-underground rebellion against PHE’s 
 long-standing “Eatwell” advice. Mr Clean Eater 
may look like a berk in all those Instagram 
selfies, but even he suspects the official doc-
trine, still rooted in 1983, has the use-by-date 
of something dank and antibiotic lurking in the 
corner of the salad crisper.

Those first nutritional guidelines opened 
the door to a fear of dietary fat, which arrived 
arm in arm with a sharp rise in carb consump-
tion and an obesity epidemic. These days, on 
one side, we have the powerful food-industry 

lobbyists, who insist we can eat their sugar-
stuffed products as long as we do enough star 
jumps. On the other is the NHS – notoriously 
slow-moving, short of cash and understand-
ably reluctant to make serious adjustments 
without having conducted a substantial 
number of clinical trials. So for now, we’re 
stuck. But the evidence is mounting up and 
the tide is starting to turn.

The climax to last year’s relentless stream 
of unorthodox reports? Both the Scientific 
Advisory Committee On Nutrition and Food 
Standards Scotland decided to review the 
official government advice on saturated fat – 
perhaps the most brutal and potentially embar-
rassing blow of all, particularly to PHE and its 
signature Eatwell Guide. Given its unwaver-
ing stance for 34 years, this is significant news, 
even though the process is tortuously slow and 
it may at first just prompt a reluctant tweak 
rather than a turnaround (the “science leader” 
from Unilever – of Pot Noodle, Cornetto and 
Flora margarine fame – is on the panel, after all). 

 S
o, away from the conflicting jour-
nals and scrapping health pros, what 
happens in your kitchen now? Do you 
still pile your plate with starchy foods, 
reduce fat, cut calories, eat a “bal-

anced diet” and “move more”? Do you concern 
yourself with the effects of sugar consumption, 
such as diabetes and insulin resistance, when 
the NHS website still only mentions weight 
gain and tooth decay? Do you bother putting 
any faith in the food and diet industry at all? 

Faced with an array of wildly different mes-
sages, some of us might be tempted to just 
throw in the towel forever. But before you 
resign yourself to a lifetime of lying in a bath 
of Maltesers while idly watching Netflix, take 
heed of the simple advice of Tim Spector, pro-
fessor of genetic epidemiology at King’s College 
London: “The battle for the nutritional high 
ground is too important to be left to evangeli-
cal groups defending their positions and meas-
uring how many grams we are allowed. We 
forget that there are many areas nearly every-
one agrees on – avoid processed food, reduce 
refined carbs, eat more fresh fruit and veg.”

Everything you thought you knew about 
healthy eating may soon be turned upside 
down, and there is surely more fallout to come 
first. Just eat real food: you’re going to need 
to keep your strength up. 

We are now warned  
about orthorexia – 
an obsession with 

healthy food
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