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Processed	 Meats-	 Are	 they	 bad	 for	 you?
The	 World	 Health	 Organization	 has	 announced	 that	 the	 Bacon,	 ham	 and	 sausages	 rank	 alongside	 
cigarettes	 as	 a	 major	 cause	 of	 cancer,	 placing	 cured	 and	 processed	 meats	 in	 the	 same	 
category	 as	 asbestos,	 alcohol,	 arsenic	 and	 tobacco.
The	 report	 from	 the	 WHO’s	 International	 Agency	 for	 Research	 on	 Cancer	 (IARC)	 also	 stated	 
there	 was	 enough	 evidence	 to	 rank	 processed	 meats as	 group	 1	 carcinogens	 because	 of	 its	 
link	 with	 bowel	 cancer.	 Red	 meat	 is	 placed	 in	 group	 2A,	 as	 “probably	 carcinogenic	 to	 
humans”.	 Eating	 red	 meat	 is	 also	 linked	 to	 pancreatic	 and	 prostate	 cancer,	 the	 IARC	 says.
The harmful effects of processed meats are not today’s news. Yet the WHO are making it official by 
categorizing it, so that we are more aware of how easy our diet are involves with processed meat. We need 
to know more about what are precessed meat so that we know what to pick in the market and make 
adjustment to our eating habit. 

What is Processed Meat?
Processed meat has been modified to either extend 
its shelf life or change the taste and the main 
methods are smoking, curing, or adding salt or 
preservatives.
• all type of sausages 
• pepperoni/salami
• bacon 
• cured ham
• luncheon meat
• hot dog
• burger 
• beef jerky
• corned beef

What do the WHO classifications really mean?
The WHO classifies agents into one of five groups:
Group 1- carcinogenic to humans
Group 2A - probably carcinogenic to humans
Group 2B - possibly carcinogenic to humans
Group 3- not classifiable
Group 4- probably not carcinogenic

Beside the western food, our asian diet also involve 
various processed meat
• Chinese sausages 臘腸
• Preserved pork 臘肉
• Preserved duck 臘鴨
• Red sausage 紅腸
• Chinese salted fish 鹹魚
• Chinese salted duck eggs 鹹鴨蛋
• Century egg/preserved egg 皮蛋
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Carcinogenic to humans?
Carcinogenic chemicals can form during meat processing. These include N-nitroso compounds and 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons. Cooking the meat at high temperatures, especially on a barbecue meat 
such as Cha Siu, Roast duck/goose and Roast pork belly, they can also produce these dangerous 
chemicals.

The IARC concluded that each 50g (1.8-ounce) portion of processed meat eaten daily increased the risk of 
colorectal cancer by 18%. That is fewer than two slices of bacon.

How much red meat should you eat?
The WHO says there is insufficient evidence to set safe levels.
The World Cancer Research Fund charity argues  for "as  little as possible" processed meat and 500g of 
cooked red meat (or the equivalent of 700g raw) per week.
An 8 ounce steak is 225g.

Does that mean meat is as bad as smoking?
No. Estimates suggest 34,000 deaths  from cancer every year could be down to diets high in processed 
meat. That is in contrast to one million deaths from cancer caused by smoking and 600,000 attributed to 
alcohol each year.

How	 to	 make	 a	 change?
Reading nutrition label can help you choose between processed products  and keep a check on the amount 
of processed foods you're eating that are high in fat, salt and added sugars. There are guidelines to tell you 
if a food is high or low in fat, saturated fat, salt or sugar. 

Anatomy of a Hot Dog 
What’s in a hot dog, and why does it pose serious health risks?

Nitrates and Nitrites
produce carcinogenic compounds. They 
also cause the hardening of arteries and 
may increase risk of diabetes.

Heme Iron
is related to the formation of N-nitroso 
compounds that may lead to colorectal 
cancer.

Heterocyclic Amines (HCAs)
are carcinogens formed by cooking and 
grilling at high temperatures.

Saturated Fat and Cholesterol
lead to LDL deposits in arteries, 
causing narrowing and blockage which 
can result in heart attacks or strokes.

Salt
is linked to both high blood pressure 
and stomach cancer.

Trimethylamine N-oxide (TMAO)
is a chemical compound that increases 
the risk of heart disease.
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Total fat
High: more than 17.5g of fat per 100g
Low: 3g of fat or less per 100g

Saturated fat
High: more than 5g of saturated fat per 100g 
Low: 1.5g of saturated fat or less per 100g 

Sugars
High: more than 22.5g of total sugars per 100g 
Low: 5g of total sugars or less per 100g

Salt
High: more than 1.5g of salt per 100g (or 0.6g sodium) 
Low: 0.3g of salt or less per 100g (or 0.1g sodium)

An recent update from WHO emphasis that a 
Healthy and Balance Diet is the key to helps protect 
against malnutrition in all its forms, as well as 
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), including 
diabetes, heart disease, stroke and cancer.

An important fact to highlight is that people who have a high intake of dietary fibre, involving cereal 
fibre, whole grains, vegetables and fruits are relate to a lower risk of bowel cancer. 

• Fibre help waste products travel through the bowel
• Some types of fibre help to carry bile acids that could potentially cause cancer through the bowel 

more quickly
• People who do not eat enough fibre tend to be constipated. So any cancer causing agents are in 

contact with the bowel lining for longer and increase bowel cancer risk.

Unhealthy diet and lack of physical activity are leading global risks to health. Healthy dietary practices 
start early in life such as breastfeeding fosters healthy growth and improves cognitive development, and 
may have longer-term health benefits, like reducing the risk of becoming overweight or obese and 
developing NCDs later in life.

Energy intake (calories) should be in balance with energy expenditure. Evidence indicates that total fat 
should not exceed 30% of total energy intake to avoid unhealthy weight gain with a shift in fat 
consumption away from saturated fats to unsaturated fats, and towards the elimination of trans fats.

Always important to remind ourselves that most of the diseases we fear most 
are clearly lifestyle diseases, diseases you have a great deal of control over. 

Act on Your Health now!


