HOW TO READ A FOOD LABEL

The new food label has made it possible for consumers to obtain greater nutrition knowledge from the supermarket aisles. Under new regulations from the Food and Drug Administration of the Department of Health and Human Services and the Food Safety and Inspection Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the new food label offers more complete, useful and accurate nutrition information. 

Knowing how to read the food label on packaged foods can help you build better eating habits. Here's a run down of the features you'll find on a food label and how you can use the information to make healthful food choices. 

1. Title 
When you see the title "Nutrition Facts," you know this is the current information label approved by the Food and Drug Administration. This must appear on virtually all food labels.

It is an easy-to-read format that enables consumers to find the label quickly and to learn about the nutritional qualities of the products.

2. Serving Sizes 
Serving sizes are now standardized for easy comparison. The serving sizes on the label are supposed to be based on how much people actually eat (no more listing a teaspoon of dressing when most of us use a tablespoon), although they are not necessarily the amounts recommended by various health groups. The nutrition information on the rest of the label applies to one serving. Remember that a package may contain more than one serving. That's what the servings per container line tells you. 

3. Calories and Calories from Fat 
The new label information is to help consumers become aware of, and control fat intake. This section requires further calculation to help determine how much of the food is fat.

You'll find the number of calories in one serving and how many of these calories come from fat.
The closer this number is to the food's total calories, the more fat the food contains. Try to find foods with low amounts of calories from fat. 

4. % Daily Value 

The  " % Daily Value" shows at a glance how a food fits into a healthy diet. The numbers in this column can quickly tell if a food is high or low in the nutrients listed.

This information is based on a 2,000-calorie daily diet. You may need more or less. Decide whether you need more or fewer calories a day, then use these percentages to compare how a food fits into your diet over the whole day. (Many people need less than the 2,000 calories-per-day diet this "% Daily Value" is based on). The overall goal should be to select foods that together add up to about 100% of the Daily Value for each nutrient.

For dieters, the % Daily Values for fat and fiber will be especially important to look at. If the % Daily Values are 5 or less, the food is considered low in that nutrient. So, the goal for dieters should be to select, as much as possible, foods that have a %Daily Value for fat of 5 or less and for fiber, 5 or more.

5. Nutrient Amounts 

        The FDA and USDA considered the health issues of greatest concern to the general public, and identified nutrients that must appear on the label and those that are optional. 

Nutrients that are required on the food labels are as follows:

Total calories, calories from fat, total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sodium, total carbohydrates, dietary fiber, sugars (mono-and disaccharides), protein, vitamins A and C, calcium and iron.

If a manufacturer makes a claim about any voluntary nutrient, such as if a product is enriched or fortified with thiamin or niacin, then information about that nutrient is mandatory. 
· Fat 

This is where you look if you are trying to count fat grams. By limiting fat alone, you will likely lower your calories, as well, and thus your weight, Total fat is important to watch, but saturated fat is particularly important since this is the bad fat that is responsible for raising blood cholesterol. Be aware that total fat includes all types of fat--saturated fat, polyunsaturated fat and monounsaturated fat. Labels show the various types of fat because diets low in saturated fat and cholesterol may decrease the risk of heart disease. Your goal is no more than 100 percent of your Daily Value for the day. 

· Cholesterol and Sodium 

Cholesterol amounts are important for anyone concerned about their health. High levels of cholesterol may lead to heart disease later in life. Sodium (or salt) levels are important to monitor if you have high-blood pressure or heart problems. Your goal for the day is no more than 100 percent of your Daily Value. 

· Carbohydrates 

These fit into two categories, complex carbohydrates (dietary fiber) and simple carbohydrates (sugars). You want to eat more complex carbohydrates and fewer simple carbohydrates. Diets high in complex carbohydrates have been shown to fight cancer and heart disease. Simple carbohydrates are good for energy, but provide empty calories, i.e., calories that supply no vitamins and minerals and should therefore be minimized. 

· Protein 

The food label doesn't specify a daily percentage or guideline for protein consumption because so much depends on individual needs. An athlete needs more than an office worker, but in a typical 2,000-calorie diet, it is recommended to consume about 50g of high quality protein daily. Proteins of animal origin are of the highest quality because they are readily digested, provide proportionally more indispensable (essential) amino acids, and contain amino acids in ratios similar to the needs of the body. 

· Vitamins and Minerals 

The FDA requires only vitamins A and C, iron and calcium on the label because the FDA feels these four vitamins and minerals are important in order to maintain a healthy diet and because they are most often deficient in the American diet. Food companies can voluntarily list others. Your goal is to get 100 percent of your Daily Value each day. 

1. Daily Values Footnote 
The footnote is the same on every label. The daily values footnote is a reference chart that shows some Daily Values, it gives you basic guidelines on how much of each nutritional item you should eat daily. There are two-calorie levels, 2000 calories and 2500 calories, which shows the maximum amounts recommended for total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium and the target amounts for total carbohydrate and fiber. Depending on your calorie needs, you may need less or more. Follow these amounts and you're doing pretty well nutritionally. 

2. Calories Per Gram Footnote 

This footnote tells you how many calories are in each gram of fat, carbohydrate and protein. As you can see, one gram of fat has over twice as many calories as carbohydrates or protein. 


Above is an example of a Food Label

Health Claims

FDA now allows manufacturers to make certain claims linking relationships between a nutrient or a food and the risk of a disease or health-related condition. Only health claims supported by scientific evidence are allowed. This information is optional. So far claims for eight relationships have been approved.

The allowed nutrient-disease relationship claims and rules for their use are: 

1. Calcium and osteoporosis. A diet with enough calcium and a lower risk of osteoporosis. 

2. Fat and cancer. A diet low in total fat and a reduced risk of some cancers. 

3. Saturated fat and cholesterol and coronary heart disease. A diet that is low in saturated fat and cholesterol and a reduced risk of coronary heart disease. 

4. Fruit, vegetables and grain products that contain fiber and risk of heart disease. A diet rich in fruits, vegetables and grain products that contain fiber and a reduced risk of coronary heart disease. 

5. Fruit, vegetables and grain products that contain fiber and risk of cancer. A diet rich in fiber-containing grain products, fruits and vegetables and a reduced risk of some cancers. 

6. Sodium and high blood pressure. A diet that is low in sodium and a reduced risk of high blood pressure. 

7. Fruits and vegetables and cancer. A diet rich in fruits and vegetables and a reduced risk of some cancers. 

8. Folic acid and neural tube defects. A diet rich in folic acid and a reduced risk of neural tube defects in offspring. 

Ingredient List

By regulation, any food made with more than one ingredient must carry an ingredient list on the label. Food manufacturers must list all ingredients in descending order by weight. Those in the largest amounts are given first. For example, canned tuna fish lists tuna first, which contains more tuna fish than anything else.

The ingredient list is also useful for people with food allergies, food sensitivities, or who have special needs for health or religious reasons. If the ingredient list is not clear to you, write or call the food manufacture. On many labels you may find an "800" phone number.

From: http://dietsite.com/NutritionFacts/index.htm
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