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Abstract

Despite only scanty research on the effects of fasting in Ramadan, a few researchers have suggested that there
is an increase in serum lipids while fasting during the month of Ramadan. Furthermore, concerns have been rais-
ed about the possible adverse effects of fasting on serum lipids. In this article some explanations are provided for

the probable causes of raised lipids during fasting in Ramadan.
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Fasting in Ramadan is one of the five pillars of
Islam. It means abstinence from food and drink from
dawn to sunset, averaging about 15 hours daily for
one lunar month.

Ideally, breaking the fast at sunset, includes eating
a few dates and drinking some water or yogurt.
Later, a medium size meal is taken, or preferably
small size meals are consumed at intervals during the
night, The last meal‘‘Suhtr”’ is consumed just before
““Fajr”’ (dawn) prayer. This practice is what the Pro-
phet (PBUH) was reported to have done.

Unfortunately, some fasters consume large
amounts of food once they break their fast at sunset
by eating one large meal.
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Some researchers have observed an increase in
serum lipids during Ramadan fasting,'”* and have
concluded that such changes could have adverse ef-
fects on health.'s*

Discussion

In a previously published review article,* it was
suggested that the factors of meal frequency and
dietary composition could be responsible for the rais-
ed serum lipids during Ramadan fast. In this article
more light is shed on these factors.

Cohn et al in 1965° studied two groups of rats. One
group was allowed to eat ad libitum, while the second
group was fed an identical quantity of food by
stomach tube twice a day. At the end of the study,
the body fat content in the tube-fed rats was twice as
high as in the animals which were fed ad libitum.

In 1964, Cohn® showed that normal human
volunteers who ate several small meals a day, had
lower concentrations of cholesterol than when the
same total intake was taken in a few large meals. This
finding was later confirmed by others.””® They
studied college students fed isocaloric diets contain-
ing the same foods consumed either in one, three or
six meals per day. The serum cholesterol of the
students in the single meal program was 366 mg/dl
compared to 260 and 267 mg/dl respectively for sub-
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jects from the groups fed three and six meals.

As regards the dietary composition, a number of
studies have stressed its importance on measured
serum lipids. Heaton and Pomare,'® and Trowell''
have shown that serum triglycerides and cholesterol
were lower in people who have a high intake of
dietary fiber. Mancini et al'* showed that LDL and
VLDL were significantly reduced in twenty eight
hyperlipidemic patients when treated with a diet low
in saturated fat and cholesterol.

The association between these animal and human
studies, and Ramadan fasting, was shown by Frost
and Pirani’s study in 1987."" This work showed that
during Ramadan fast there is a significant reduction
in meal frequency and a significant increase in caloric
intake.

From the above disucssion, it appears that the in-
crease in serum lipids is probably not due to fasting
itself, as the previous reports have suggested,'=* but
rather is a consequence of decreased meal frequency
and overeating when people break their fast. One
possible mechanism for the raised serum lipids could
be that the net flux of free fatty acids from the fat
depots due to prolonged periods of fasting, is in-
creased in those who consume one large meal per
day. This would result in increased synthesis of
serum lipids by the liver due to the increased uptake
of free fatty acids.'*

It seems that we are in fact examining two distinct
nutritional stages; a stage of total deprivation from
food and drink for about fifteen hours, and a stage
of overeating from sunset till dawn.

This hypothesis about the effect of fasting on
serum lipids needs to be verified by further controlled
animal and human trials.
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