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HEALTH
Raising
the bar on
nutritious
snacks

By Erin Allday

Bruce Ames’ first attempt
at developing a nutrition bar
was not entirely successful:
The dense, fruit-based prod-
uct was chock-full of vitamins
and minerals and other
healthy supplements, but it
tasted awful,

“The first bar produced a
gag response,” said Mark
Shigenaga, a scientist who
helped Ames come up with
the recipe. “Even Kenny
couldn't eat it. And Kenny
will eat anything.”

Kenny is a colleague of
Ames and Shigenaga’s at
Children’s Hospital Oakland
Research Institute, and he
was one of the first unfortu-
nate taste-testers of the snack,
which has been dubbed the
“Chori-bar.”

But the Children’s Hospital
researchers kept at it, work-
ing with the U.S. Department
of Agriculture to repeatedly
redesign the nutrition bar
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recipe. Seven years later, they
have created perhaps the most
nutrient-packed bar around —
and it’s so palatable that peo-
ple are “knocking down doors”
to try it, researchers say.

The Chori-bar hasn’t yet
joined the dozens, if not hun-
dreds, of nutrition bars being
sold on the market, although
the scientists have submitted a
patent. What sets their prod-
uct apart, Ames and his col-
leagues say, is that it is de-
signed specifically for people
with poor eating habits who

are lacking essential nutrients |

in their diet, and potentially
putting themselves at in-
creased risk for long-term
health problems.

“Shortages of vitamins and
minerals are causing DNA
damage,” said Ames, chairman
of the research institute’s Cen-
ter for Nutrition and Metabo-
lism. “We needed a vehicle to
get people these nutrients. A
lot of nutritional thought went
into this.”

May be a tough sell

Now might be an especially
difficult time to design such a
product for the public. Aside
from the fact that the market is
already flooded with nutrition
bars, there’s also been a recent
backlash against multivita-
mins and supplements, after a
study published last year
claimed they're not necessary
for most people.

Plus, nutrition experts are
increasingly pushing “real
food” diets that encourage
people to get nutrients from
natural sources, like fresh
fruits and vegetables.

“I always tell people to get
their vitamins through food
first,” said Jo Ann Hattner, a
San Francisco registered dieti-
tian who teaches nutrition
courses at Stanford. “I like the
synergy of the natural foods
and the nutrients that are
combined in there. It’s not the
same in a supplement. Nature
does it better."

Bruce Ames led a team, including researcher Joyce McCann, to create a ds bar at C
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lots of whole, fresh foods —  Which were published earlier
almost certainly aren’t getting this month,.looked at 25 volun-
all the nutrients they need. teers of various ages, sizes and
And people with very poor genders Overgll, the subjects
diets are facing immediate and S3W increases in so-called good
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Early studies have shown to show whether these im-
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Chori-bars can alter certain
biological indicators — or
biomarkers — that are associ-
ated with chronic, sometimes
deadly diseases. Even people
who already have a healthy,
well-rounded diet showed
improvements.



The current bar has 36
ingredients and is 107 calo-
ries — it’s purposely low-
calorie, since it’s being geared
primarily toward people who
are overweight. The bars are
dense and very chewy, and
the flavors — white chocolate

blueberry or fruit cinnamon
— are subtle, and not too
sweet.

“Finding ways to put all of
these healthy ingredients into
one compact bar with limited
calories that tastes good —
that’s a constant i
act,” said Tara McHugh,
research leader of the pro-
cessed food research unit
with the USDA branch in

The Chori-bars are specifically designed for people with poor Albany, who's been working
eating habits who are at risk for age-related diseases. with the scientists on the bar
recipe.

& Often, she said, the Chil-
and, more important, whether dren’s Hospital scientists
they actually lead to lower gl:ill m‘;&“?";‘o“d‘“ﬂ% would come to her with a
rates of heart disease and oth- challenglng, es o a“u 15' new request: can she get
er chronic conditions. the recipe n eedzetco‘ inZiude more fiber into the bar? Can

“Maybe longer term we’ll try tty much every vitamin she better mask the taste of
to see if it helps with weight et Faoron o Bl the B vitamins? And what
loss and improved eating,” hichaas =t all cEwiich about that awful fish-oil fla-
Shigenaga said. are delicioun vor? McHugh and the scien-
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Even mild deficiencies in easier for the body to absorb. MG B e e i Ao
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cause metabolic imbalances
that, over time, can lead to
diseases and conditions asso-
ciated with aging, Ames said.
When the body isn't getting
quite enough of a certain nu-
trient, he said, it diverts that
nutrient to the most essential
purpose, leaving other needs
derived from that nutrient
lacking.

For example, the body uses
vitamin K for blood clotting —
a process essential for surviv-
al. But the same vitamin is
also used, in conjunction with
calcium, to build bone. So if a
person is getting some vitamin
K in his diet, but not enough,
the body will divert the vita-
min toward clotting, Ames
said. In the long term, that
could lead to bone weakness,
or osteoporosis.

The challenge
The purpose of the Chori-

bar is to increase micronutri- Staff research assistant Alicia Zho;l works in the lab at Children’s Hospital Oakland, where the
ent consumption toward opti-  team figured out how to mask bad-tasting nutrients in the snack bars, which aren’t for sale yet.
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