Cancer Caused by Fast Food Chemicals
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Nowadays people who have the busy lives in big cities begin eating more fast food since it is convenient and fast.  The most popular fast food usually comes from western countries such as pizzas, hamburgers, French fries, fried chicken, and doughnuts (Krinjalearn, 1996, p. 28).  Lots of people enjoy eating fast food daily, but they might have never realized about its bad effect to their health.  One of the diseases that causes from eating fast food is cancer.  As we know cancer is a world-wide problem affecting people of all races and all ages, and it is an incurable tumor growing inside the body (Serve et al., 1980, p. 21).  Surprisingly, the estimated causes of cancer in the U.S. in 1993 showed that the cause from diet due to high fat and fried food to produce cancer can be about 25 % (Watson & Mufti, 1995, p. 2).


    Carcinogens are chemicals that can produce cancer in human.  The following are some carcinogens that can be found in fast food.

1. Acrylamide     

   According to new laboratory tests commissioned by the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), popular American fast foods contain high level of acrylamide that can cause several cancers.  Acrylamide is normally found in starchy foods cooked during high temperature boiling or frying such as French fries, potato chips, and fried chicken (“carcinogens in French fries,” 2002, para. 3).  CSPI tested the amount of acrylamide in food, micrograms per serving, and it showed that a large size of French fries contains 39 to 72 micrograms, which is the highest level of acrylamide among the other foods.  Apart from French fries, another high level of acrylamide has been found in potato wedges as well (“New Tests Confirm Acrylamide in American Foods,” 2002, para. 1 – 4).

2. Heterocyclic Amines  (HCAs)
   Heterocyclic Amines are the cancer-causing compounds (“Restaurant Meats Higher In Suspected carcinogens,” 2002, para. 2) often found in processed meats during high temperature cooking like bologna, smoked sausage, and beef hamburger (Raloff, 1998, para. 3) Besides, the researchers from the National Cancer Institute (NCI) found that people who eat beef four or more times a week have more than twice the risk of stomach cancer than those who consume beef less frequently.  There are four factors influenced HCAs formation: type of food, cooking method, temperature, and time.  Temperature is the most significant factor in the formation of HCAs.  Frying and broiling produce the largest amount of HCAs since meats are cooked at very high temperature.  Yet, it is fortunate that a study from NCI has evaluated the quantity of HCAs in fast food restaurants since after evaluating the meat products from various fast food restaurant chains, the study pointed out that there are low levels of HCAs found in fast food meat products because of the factors such as cooking temperature and time (“Heterocyclic Amines in Cooked Meats,” 2002, para. 6).
3. Nitrate and Nitrite  

    Sodium nitrite and sodium nitrate are two closely related chemicals used to prepare meats and to produce special smell and good taste like ham, bacon, and sausage (Boonyahotra, 1995, p. 103).  Nitrate itself is harmless; however, it can be changed to nitrite during the cooking process.  And then, when nitrite combines with other compounds, it becomes nitrosamines that can cause stomach cancer (“Risks and Causes,” 2002, para. 3).  Amazingly, there are not only nitrosamines in sausage, fried bacon, and ham, but also in cheese!  A scientist, Kroller, claimed to have found nitrosamines in cheese because some types of cheese are preserved with nitrate (Searle, 1976, p. 711).

4. Fat  

Fat is now likely to be related with the cause of cancer (David & Alan, 1983, p. 138).  A study conducted by the University of Iowa has shown that women who regularly eat large amounts of fat and protein like red meat, especially hamburger, can have a cancer of lymph system due to dioxins in the meat (Thomas, 2002, para. 10 - 12).  Furthermore, if we eat too much food high in fat, it can make the blood and lymph system worse since there will be a lot of fats attached to the veins.  Because of this, lung and kidney will be first affected, and the function of blood system will work less efficiently.  Also, this affects the lymph system, too  (Boonyahotra, 1995, p.26 - 27).  According to the amounts of calories from fat study, it showed that cheese, bacon, doughnut, hot dog, and mayonnaise have very high percentage of calories from fat.  Especially, mayonnaise has the highest percentage (99 %) (Watson & Mufti, 1995, p. 21).

5. Polycyclic   Aromatic   Hydrocarbons (PAHs)  

This group of chemicals contains some most powerful carcinogens that pose human cancer risk.  PAHs usually occur when fat drips into fire, and smoke and flames that rise up onto food often leave PAHs (Thomas, 2002, para. 16).  A study of PAHs in foods found that margarine, mayonnaise, smoked ham, and cooked sausage, the main ingredients of fast food, have high PAHs, especially cooked sausage (17.5 – 26.2 ppb

.1) (Searle, 1976, p. 706).  Moreover, in cooked food, the higher the fat contains, the greater the amount of PAHs is found after broiling.  Hence, a hamburger with a high fat content contained about 43 ppb.  from total PAHs (Searle, 1976, p. 708).  The National Cancer Institute indicated that a diet high in meat cooked by grilling or pan-frying might increase the risk of stomach, colon, and rectal cancer (Thomas, 2002, para. 16).

6. Potassium Bromate 

According to the research of CSPI, bromate was first found to cause tumors in rats in 1982, based on the animal studies, CSPI suggests consumers to avoid bread, rolls, doughnuts, and cakes that contain potassium bromate or bromated flour among their ingredients (Thomas, 2002, para. 34).  However, Japan and the U.S. have not yet banned bromate that is used by fast food chains and some national bread makers.  In addition, CSPI has arranged a petition with FDA (The United States Food and Drug Administration) to ban the use of potassium bromate; besides, CSPI asks food companies to show if bromated flour or potassium bromate are the ingredients on the food labels (“The fast food industry…,” 2002, para. 14).

7. Butter Yellow 

Butter yellow is a chemical irritant in food dyes that can produce cancer (Woodburn, 1964, p. 20).  It is most used to color butter; nevertheless, it can cause cancer in laboratory animals, so this artificial color is banned to use in food (“Research Paper,” 1995, p. 65).

8. Sweetener 

Some may not know that Cola, which is often served in fast food restaurants, has a carcinogen – saccharin (Booyahotra, 1995, p. 147).  In the late 1970s, animal studies showed that saccharin causes cancer in laboratory animals.  Later in May 2000, the U.S. government says it does not cause cancer in humans.  However, the CSPI still recommends that saccharin be avoided using in food ingredient (“The fast food industry…,” 2002, para. 5).
9. Aflatoxin  


As we know peanut is the main source of aflatoxin which can produce cancer, but it can also be found in cheese from cows fed aflatoxin-comtaminated meal (Searle, 1976, p. 719).  In addition, Dr. Bush Aims and others from the University of Berkley reveal that there is aflatoxin in peanut butter about 0.03 % per one ounce (Boonyahotra, 1995, p. 147).

10. Sodium   

      Sodium is the nutrient that usually found in fast food, especially in French fries.  Recently, a study in food concerning using sodium showed that people who eat too much salty food will have a shorter life than those who do not.  Besides, people who eat high sodium will have low potassium in the body since it will be used to destroy toxin that causes from sodium.  Then, potassium will be driven out of the body; furthermore, laboratory study also showed that sodium can cause stomach cancer (Boonyahotra, 1995, p. 59 - 57).

Opinion about carcinogens in fast food 

      In my opinion, we should concern about eating fast food meat products even though they have low levels of HCAs.  If we continually consume them excessly, we might get risk of having cancer someday.  Moreover, I think consumers should avoid or eat less the artificial color foods such as hams, bacons, and sausages although we are not sure whether they can cause cancer indirectly.

       Naturally, these carcinogens in fast food will not affect our health if we moderately consume it.  So you can enjoy eating fast food if you like it, but if you have other better choices, why don’t you avoid getting risk in consuming carcinogens.

Tips for prevention of intaking carcinogens in fast food 

( Increase the portion of both fruits and vegetables (Choi, 2002, p. 69) because they are rich in vitamin A and C; moreover, green, yellow, and orange vegetables contain naturally occurring substances called phytochemicals which is a defense against cancer (Thomas, 2002, para. 28-29).

( Drink a glass of juice instead of soft drinks like Cola (Watson & Mufti, 1995, p. 19).
( Add various vegetables to a sandwich or have a vegetarian pizza (Watson & Mufti, 1995, p. 19).

( Avoid non- dairy creamers and fatty meats since they usually contain a high percentage of fat (Watson & Mufti, 1995, p. 21).


( Avoid or consume less smoked foods such as smoked sausages and smoked bacons because they contain high PAHs (“Research Paper,” 1995, p.65).
( Microwave meats two minutes and pour off the juices before frying or broiling can greatly reduce HCAs levels, water, and fat (30 % of total) (Davis, 2002, para.6).
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1 ppb. stands for part per billion.
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