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In the News ... 

The aim of agricultural research is an 

abundant supply of high quality food and 

fiber. There are always new challenges. 

Following are selected food research projects 

being conducted by USDA 's Agricultural 

Research Service. 

National Consumers Week 

"Consumers Rate Quality" is the slo
gan for the April 20-26, 1986, observance 
of National Consumers Week. This is a 
declaration that consumers deserve qual
ity products and services, as well as set 
quality standards with their marketplace 
dollars-a theme familiar to savvy 
businesses and consumers. 

National Consumers Week is the time 
officially designated each year to recog
nize and promote the role of consumers 
in our competitive free enterprise system. 
The week provides an opportunity for 
schools, consumer and community 
groups, businesses, and government to 
highlight existing consumer offices, pro
grams, and services, raise awareness of 
consumer education and information ma
terials, and launch new activities. The 
goal of National Consumers Week is to 
generate or enhance working relation
ships that improve the standing or func
tioning of consumers year round. 

A free publication, How to Run a Con

sumer Week, is available by calling toll
free 1-800-325-7272. 

Vitamin C May Help Postpone 

Cataracts 

Postponing cataracts through diet may 
be possible, according to recent USDA 
research. Sunlight and oxygen damage 
the unique light-transmitting proteins of 
the eye's lens. The damaged proteins 
clump together clouding the lens. As 
people age, the enzymes that apparently 
clear away the damaged proteins become 
less effective, and cataracts form. 

NFR-32 

USDA research shows that vitamin C 
and other "antioxidants" can protect the 
lens proteins from damage, while mag
nesium and manganese greatly enhance 
the ability of certain enzymes to dispose 
of the damaged proteins. These findings 
may lead to dietary recommendations 
that retard formation of cataracts. 

Chromium-Deficient Diets Can Be 

Harmful 

Chromium is far more important than 
once suspected in maintaining the body's 
ability to properly metabolize glucose and 
fats. Long-term deficiency can lead to 
adult-onset diabetes and cardiovascular 
disease. Recent chemical analyses show 
that most American diets are low in 
chromium. 

Many foods with little or no proc
essing-fresh fruits, vegetables, meat, 
and whole wheat products-provide am
ple chromium. USDA scientists found 
that runners excrete large amounts of 
chromium on days they exercise, indicat
ing a need for high-chromium foods for 
this group. Also, diets high in simple 
sugars (glucose, fructose, and sucrose) 

cause people to lose chromium compared 
with diets high in complex carbohydrates 
(starchy foods and vegetables). 

Measuring Body Fat 

Body-fat monitoring is gaining popular
ity in health clubs as Americans become 
obsessed with the lean look. Some peo
ple may, in fact, be harming themselves 
by reducing too much, shedding neces
sary fat stores. Women, for example, can 
become infertile at excessively low body
fat levels. 

Generally, men should have a 10-20 
percent body fat content and women 20-
30 percent, with 15 percent considered 
the norm for both. Scientists of USDA's 
Agricultural Research Service are testing 
the accuracy of several popular new 
methods for measuring body fat. 

General 

A New Tool for Wheat Breeders 

A simple nondestructive flotation tech
nique that requires only water, sugar, and 
salt can select wheat seeds containing the 
most protein, according to USDA scien
tists. Beginning with high-yielding ker
nels, a breeder can skim off the top 1 per
cent for protein content by adjusting the 
solution. The technique is an especially 
useful tool for wheat breeders in develop
ing countries where laboratory facilities 
are limited or nonexistent. 

Pesticide Residue Detection Made 

Easier 

A test based on rabbit blood serum can 
detect pesticides in soil, water, food, and 
other materials. This simple, inexpensive 
test, developed by scientists at USDA 's 
Agricultural Research Service, could help 
government and private agencies monitor 
pesticides rapidly and accurately. With 
the help of special equipment, 96 samples 
can be analyzed in seconds. A totally au
tomated system could analyze 2,000 sam
ples a day. 

Longer Shelf Life for Beef 

Predicting the shelf life of hamburger 
can help meat buyers and sellers ensure 
high-quality meaf. An assay technique 
has been developed to forecast spoilage 
based on the amount of lactic acid found 
in ground beef. Once coarsely ground 
beef is reground and exposed to air, the 
bacterial environment changes from 
predominantly lactic acid-producing bac
teria to the kind of bacteria that cause 
spoilage. The beef is sampled just before 
it is reground and stored again. Although 
spoilage during storage of ground beef in 
the air does not come from lactic-acid 
producing bacteria, the more lactic acid in 
the sample initially, the more severe sub
sequent spoilage. □ 
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