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We have all been conditioned to believe that, to avoid a heart attack, we need to lower our blood 
cholesterol, and particularly our LDL-cholesterol. Originally, dietary cholesterol was blamed and, 
because cholesterol is found only in animal products, more and more people have turned away from 
meat and towards eating foods from plants. But chole-sterol is only one of a whole family of sterols. 
Cholesterol is found only in animals; the other sterols are found in plants. 
 
When a discovery was made that the plant sterols had a tendency to lower blood cholesterol levels, 
several margarines, such as Flora Proactive and Benecol were developed which incorporated these 
sterols. And because they had a cholesterol-lowering effect, these margarines and spreads could be 
aggressively marketed with health benefit claims. 
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Plant Sterols May Be 'Heart-Harmful' 
 
Dr J. Plat and colleagues at Maastricht University’s Department of Human Biology in the Netherlands, 
say that these plant sterols may actually be more important in heart disease than cholesterol. [1] 
Because plant sterols are structurally related to cholesterol, Plat and colleagues examined whether 
oxidized plant sterols (oxyphytosterols) could be identified in human blood and soy-based fat 
emulsions. They could. Approximately 1.4% of the plant sterol, sitosterol, in blood was oxidized. This 
may not seem very much, but it is 140 times as much as the 0.01% oxidatively modified cholesterol 
normally seen in human blood. The same was also found in two soy emulsions. [2] Research 
published in 2008, on both humans and animals, suggested that ‘functional foods’ aimed at lowering 
cholesterol may actually increase the risk of a heart attack. [3] 
 

 
 

 
 
This was confirmed the following year by a study which tested plant sterols found in so-called ‘heart 
healthy’ margarines such as Benecol and Flora Proactive. [4] This study showed clearly that these 
products lower cholesterol (left graph); but it also showed just as clearly (right graph) they actually 
increased the risk of a heart attack - the very condition they are touted as preventing. Despite this, the 
manufacturers can still legally call these products (I nearly made the mistake of calling them ‘foods’) 
‘heart healthy’. We live in cloud-cuckoo land! 
 
In fact, we should not be surprised that plant sterols are much more likely candidates for ill-health 
than cholesterol, because the popular idea that animal products, specifically protein, cholesterol, and 
saturated fatty acids, somehow factor in causing atherosclerosis, stroke or heart disease is not 
supported by any available data, including from research in the field of lipid biochemistry.[1, 5-7]  
 
On this point, it is interesting that Dr Ancel Keys, whose 1953 hypothesis began the fatty-diet-causes-
heart-disease dogma did not recommend cutting down on animal fats. He recommended cutting 
vegetable oils. 
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