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I recently learned that next to water, tea is the most widely consumed beverage in the world.  Americans consume more than 50 billion servings or 2.2 billion gallons per year.  That’s enough to fill 160,00 backyard swimming pools.  Of all the tea consumed, 90% is black tea and the remaining 10% is green tea.  In the US, the south and northeast regions consume the most tea and Americans are unique in that 80% of tea consumed here is served over ice.  Between 1990 and 2001, tea sales in the US have skyrocketed from $1.8- $4.9 billion and ready-to-drink tea consumption increased by almost a factor of 10 during the last decade.  Perhaps one of the reasons tea is so popular is that it is virtually calorie free and Americans are increasingly becoming aware of health issues.

Clearly, the public has an increased awareness of the potential health benefits of consuming foods, such as tea, that contain antioxidants.  Reports in both the scientific literature and the popular press highlight the fact that flavonoids in tea can provide a “protective” effect and that individuals who consume diets that contain these compounds have lower rates of cancer, cardiovascular disease, and other chronic diseases.  Public awareness and interest are continually increasing and high quality research to understand the mechanism of action of this important class of compounds is very important.

The importance of research on tea and health has been well recognized worldwide by the scientific community, as evidenced by the fact that it has been the subject of several major symposia since the early 1990’s.  This symposium, is the 3rd such symposium addressing the potential role of tea in a healthy diet.  The first was in 1991 at the Ford Foundation in New York and the second was held in 1998 in the Jefferson Auditorium at USDA.

USDA’s mission is to enhance the quality of life for the American people by supporting production of agriculture.  As such, the agency’s interest in flavonoid research is multidimensional.  Tea is an important part of the diet particularly based on its frequency of consumption.  ARS is very involved in phytonutrient research, including for example, their interest in the development of foods high in beneficial nutrients.  ARS is also interested in understanding the mechanism of absorption of phytonutrients including flavonoids.  

Some specific examples of recent ARS research activities include:

· The Food Composition Laboratory (Beltsville) has developed methods for the quantification of flavonoids in foods – you will hear about some of this work later in the session from Dr. Beecher.

· Human studies conducted in the Beltsville Human Nutrition Center have shown that there are increases in energy metabolism, metabolic, rate and oxidation related to ingestion of Oolong tea

· More recent studies in the Beltsville Human Nutrition Center have focused on black tea and you will hear about that work this afternoon from Dr. Judd.  Very important data from carefully controlled human studies have been obtained which highlight the fact indicate that tea consumption can be related to beneficial changes in one major factor for heart disease.

· Finally, the Nutrient Data Laboratory (Beltsville), which is responsible for the national database of food composition data, expects to release a database on flavonoids later this year.  It will contain data on about 20 flavonoids for 250 foods from 125 references (with a significant amount of data for tea).  You’ll hear more about that database today and it’s planned web release.

The program today contains reports from researchers from government, academia and industry and there is a strong focus on molecular mechanisms in mammalian systems.  Reports related to the fundamental mechanisms of action of tea and tea flavonoids on biomarkers and cellular activities related to cancer will, no doubt, be very interesting as will presentations in the afternoon related to epidemiology and cancer.
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