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‘ Aspartame: swee

by John Gushue

Science and Technology Writer
Canadian University Press

The scene is bright, fresh, and alive. Three,
ultra-thin Madonna clones bound along a
busy avenue, skipping to their favorit beat,
draped in their favourite fashions, and drink-
ing their favourite drink. That’s Diet Coke,
and they love it. You can tell by just looking
at them. This commercial is beamed daily
into millions of homes, and you can bet the
people there love Diet Coke too. More
importantly, they love aspartame, the ‘natu-
ral’ sweetener that’s turning the food indus-
try upside down.

The reasons why these would-be Madon-
nas love Diet Coke — and the approximately
70 other soft drinks, desserts, and calorie-
conscious foods in which aspartame is found

— are obvious. When the non-nutritive sac- -

charin had been banned and then re-
approved for commercial use in the United
States following charges of being carcino-
genic, America looked for something new to
satisfy its sweet tooth. Protests from dentists
and health food advocates, as well as then-
record high prices, were scaring consumers
from sugar, so a new alternative was needed.
Along came aspartame, a non-cancerous
nutritive that had been known of for years,
but never approved by the powerful Food

and Drug Administration until 1981. And
unlike saccharine, which left a metallic, bitter
aftertaste, aspartame provides a pleasant,
sweet sensation.

For G.D. Searle and Co., the San Francisco
conglomerate that produces aspartame for
about 60 million consumers in Canada and
the U.S., the results are also pleasant and
sweet. The company sold more than three
tons of the sweetener in 1984, and company
profits from aspartame alone are predicted
to soon exceed $1 billion per year. People,
especially children, young women, and diet-
ers, have taken the aspartame challenge, and
everyone seems to have won.

Aspartame was approved for legal use in
the U.S. and Canada almost five years ago,
and since then has found a warm spot in
many hearts. Yet aspartame is not loved by all
of its users, and some critics say no one
should consume products containing the
additive until more tests are done.

Rod Leonard, director of the Community
Nutrition Institute in Washington, D.C., says
there are too many unanswered questions
about aspartame’s safety to rest easy. Leo-
nard and the CNI are calling for a temporary
aspartame ban until independent studies
prove the additive is safe for public
consumption.

“We want aspartame removed from store
shelves, put simply. There are too many out-
standing issues that must be resolved,” he
said.
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While clinical studies have shown the

sweetener should not be used by some
groups, such as pregnant women and small
children, more and more aspartame users
are ending their love affair with the contro-
versial sweetener.
_ When Pat Tobin, now a graduate student
at Carleton University in Ottawa, saw a new
fleet of diet soda drinks flood supermarkets
in.1981, she saw a new solution to her weight
problems.

“I didn’t look at it like a diet pill, but |
thought | could fill up on it — that there
would be no calories,” Tobin says. She took
an immediate liking to aspartame-sweetened
drinks, though soon found her fondness had
soured into what she now calls an addiction.
However, officials at the Donwood Institute

‘and the Addiction Research Centre, both of

Toronto, say there is no known evidence
supporting the theory that aspartame is
addictive, and that caffeine may be respon-
sible. Tobin, a recovering alcoholic, dis-
agrees.

“l have one soft drink, and then | want
another. | know a physical addiction when |
have one, and I’'m addicted to Diet Coke.
Besides, | hate coffee, and | don’t eat choco-
late” says Tobin. She says she was drinking
about eight cans a day last fall, “depending
on how broke I was.”

Tobin has other complaints about aspar-
tame. Since giving up the sweetener in Janu-
ary, Tobin says her health has improved. “My

t's More Than
Blood and Mud and Beer

Discover The Finer Points of

Rugby at the

Friends of CJSR Society
— Edmonton Pirates RFC

I

t addiction

G L

Photo Alex Miller

sleeping habits cleared up immediately — |
didn’t have a night in years where | didn’t
wake up at least six times. But it went away
just like that,” she says.

“l also have a better taste for foods, I'm not

_nearly as edgy or jumpy, and it’s easier to

hold my train of thought.”

Tobin said her experiences with aspartame
and recent studies on the sweetener indicate
the additive is not safe. “Someone told me
that aspartame changes the firing order of
neurons, and that scared the shit out of me. |
found I'd leave the last letter from a word
when | was writing — it was regular enough
to make me wonder,” she says.

Leonard says most of Tobin’s complaints
have been found elsewhere many times
before. “Dizziness is quite common, as well
as very severe and continuing headaches
that medication can’t seem to affect,” he
said.

Leonard says the 18 studies currently inves-
tigating aspartame show the additive’s safety
is questionable, although the respected
American Medical Association approved use
of the sweetener last summer.

“If you assume the AMA found no prob-
lem, then why are there these studies? Aspar-
tame shouldn’t be on the market until they
are completed,” he said.

The AMA decision was a re-evaluation of
original studies that led to aspartame’s
approval in the States. As is accepted prac-
tice, the original studies were conducted by
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