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Carbohydrates and Mushrooms – the Latest Scoop

The popularity of low-carbohydrate diets like Atkins and South Beach has skyrocketed during the past few years.  Approximately ten million Americans are currently adhering to such diets, and the majority of the population (as many as two-thirds) is making a conscious effort to cut back on high-carbohydrate foods.  There were about 600 new low-carb products introduced in the U.S. last year, and annual sales in the category is said to be more than $2.5 billion.  The entire spectrum of goods and services related to the low-carb movement (e.g. retail and restaurant foods, weight-loss programs, magazines) was estimated to be $15 billion in 2003 and is projected to exceed $30 billion this year. 

Mushrooms – great for low-carb diets

Mushrooms are well positioned to benefit from the low-carb phenomenon.  White, brown and Portabella mushrooms weigh in at only three grams of total carbs per serving.  This value includes one gram of dietary fiber (a “good” carb) and zero grams of simple sugars.  The carbohydrate profile of mushrooms makes them an ideal vegetable for people adhering to low-carbohydrate diets. (Although all vegetables are recommended as part of a healthy eating plan.)  The table below shows that mushrooms are the only vegetable among the top 20 eaten in the U.S. to have zero grams of sugars.   More importantly, only green onions have fewer total carbs per serving than mushrooms.   

Carbohydrate Content of the Top 20 Vegetables Eaten in the U.S.

	Vegetable
	Serving Size (g)
	Total Carbs

(g)
	Dietary Fiber

(g)
	Sugars

(g)

	Mushrooms
	84
	3
	1
	0

	Asparagus
	93
	4
	2
	2

	Bell pepper
	148
	7
	2
	4

	Broccoli
	148
	8
	5
	4

	Carrot
	78
	8
	2
	5

	Cauliflower
	99
	5
	2
	2

	Celery
	110
	5
	1
	1

	Cucumber
	99
	3
	1
	2

	Green beans
	83
	5
	3
	2

	Green cabbage 
	84
	5
	2
	3

	Green onion
	25
	2
	1
	1

	Iceberg lettuce
	89
	3
	1
	1

	Leaf lettuce
	85
	4
	2
	2

	Onion
	148
	14
	3
	9

	Potato
	148
	26
	3
	3

	Radishes
	85
	3
	0
	2

	Summer squash
	98
	4
	2
	2

	Sweet corn
	90
	16
	2
	4

	Sweet potato
	130
	32
	4
	7

	Tomato
	148
	7
	1
	4



Most carbohydrate claims on food packages are NOT currently permitted

Nutrient content claims such as “low fat” or “high fiber” can only be used on product labels if they are defined in FDA’s nutrition labeling regulations.  Despite the proliferation of “low-carb” products in the marketplace, most carbohydrate claims such as “low in carbs” or “carbohydrate free” are not currently permitted.  Such claims were not authorized by FDA when mandatory nutrition labeling was enacted in 1993.  

The most straightforward way to call attention to the carbohydrate content of mushrooms (or any other food) under the current regulations is to duplicate the information from the Nutrition Facts panel elsewhere on the label.  The statement “THREE GRAMS OF CARBOHYDRATES” can be used because it is a simple statement of fact.  However, this statement cannot be modified to imply that the number of carbs is low.  For example, the claim “Only Three Grams of Carbs” would not be permitted because the word “only” suggests that the mushrooms are low in carbohydrate.  

Help is on the way

The groundswell of interest in carbohydrates has prompted the Grocery Manufactures of America (GMA) to submit a petition to FDA recommending that new nutrient content claims be established for carbohydrates.  Mushrooms would be classified as a “Low Carbohydrate” food according to the GMA proposal.

Carbohydrate Claims Proposed by GMA

	Proposed claim
	Definition

	Carbohydrate free
	< 0.5 g per serving and RACC*

	Low carbohydrate
	≤ 9 g per RACC

	Reduced carbohydrate
	25% less carbohydrates than a suitable reference food

	Good source of carbohydrates
	15 g per RACC

	Excellent source of carbohydrates
	30 g per RACC



The GMA petition has received broad-based support from the food industry and a leading consumer advocacy organization, and FDA is likely to take swift action on the proposal.  Nevertheless, the regulatory process is time consuming, and it is likely that it will take a year or more before the new claims are officially approved.  In the meantime, consumer interest in carbohydrates is likely to continue.      

Source:  Food and Drug Administration.  “Food labeling; guidelines for voluntary nutrition labeling of raw fruits, vegetables, and fish and policy for data base review for voluntary and mandatory nutrition labeling”; Final Rule.


 61 Fed. Reg. 42742, August 16, 1996 as modified , 67 Fed. Reg. 12918, March 20, 2002  





* Reference Amount Customarily Consumed


Source:  Grocery Manufacturers of America.  Nutrient Descriptor Claims for Carbohydrate Content of Foods.  February 2, 2004.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.gmabrands.com/publicpolicy/docs/carbpetition.pdf" ��http://www.gmabrands.com/publicpolicy/docs/carbpetition.pdf�
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