Green Fast Food Hardly 'Lite'
FAT IS BAD, everyone has concluded, so who is Ronald McDonald to disagree? Confronting diet-crazed consumers resolved to trim carbs and calories, and class-action lawyers looking for someone to blame for the scourge of obesity, fast-food giants have spent the past year trying to prove their dedication to healthy eating. Salads, wraps and soups now prominently share menu space with Whoppers and onion rings. McDonald's U.S.A. is going so far as to launch a Go Active Adult Happy Meal this month containing a salad, bottled water and a pedometer to encourage walking. Nutrition guides -- something that would have been suicidal in years past -- now appear on signs and Web sites of many fast-food chains, making it easy to compare the health promises of a McDonald's McVeggie Burger (6.5 g of fat) to Wendy's Chicken Temptations (7 g of fat) to an Atkins-friendly wrap (11 g of fat) at Subway. Fast-food executives are even giving speeches on the importance of a balanced diet.

Skeptical? Join the club. Many nutritionists have questioned the true dietary benefits of these new offerings, pointing out that many of the salads are high in fat, sodium, calories and cholesterol. And while the fresh entrees are a big hit with consumers -- salad sales at fast-food outlets have gone up 13% in the past year -- for many the idea of restaurants long associated with super-sizing and grease now peddling good nutrition is hard to swallow. We wondered if the latest menu items would prove equally tough to digest. So we tried three of the most popular salads, offered by McDonald's, Subway and Wendy's.

THE VERDICT: Considering our low expectations, a couple of the entries turned out to be pleasant surprises in the taste department. But a fast-food joint still wouldn't be our first destination for a salad.

OUR CHOICE: Subway's grilled chicken and spinach salad. But with dressing, this salad is hardly a dieter's special: it packs a belt-loosening 48 g of fat -- more than a McDonald's Big Mac!

WENDY'S 
Spinach Chicken Salad (with garlic-seasoned croutons and sweet-and-sour bacon dressing), $5.99

FIRST IMPRESSION Looks surprisingly appealing considering it comes off a fast-food conveyor belt. Appearance rivals that of salads you'd find at higher-end delis or pubs.

NUTRITIONAL PROMISES Five hundred calories, 19 g of fat in a 442-g serving (including dressing and croutons); high source of vitamins A and C. Dressing has only 2.5 g of fat.

TASTE Not bad. Garlic croutons add flavour, as do the eggs. There is a generous serving of diced chicken breast and the grape tomatoes are quite good.

NOTEWORTHY Where's the spinach? About 10 leaves on the top attempt to hide the fact that it's all romaine underneath. It's unlikely Popeye would spring for this salad.

McDONALD'S 
Chicken Caesar (with croutons and a light Hellmann's dressing), $5.99

FIRST IMPRESSION Chicken looks plastic and there is little doubt a high-school student working part-time threw this together. Makes you crave a Big Mac even before taking a bite.

NUTRITIONAL PROMISES Part of the chain's Lighter Choices menu. A 340-g serving including croutons and dressing has 366 calories and 16 g of fat. (By contrast, a Big Mac and small fries have 806 calories and 43 g of fat.)

TASTE Lighter Choice is ultra-light on flavour. The salad is largely lettuce, but that's just as well: the chicken strips are awful.

NOTEWORTHY Super-sizing habit dies hard: the serving is more than generous in size. "Light" dressings are neither low-cal nor low-fat.

SUBWAY 
Grilled Chicken and Baby Spinach Salad (with honey mustard dressing), $6.99

FIRST IMPRESSION In signature Subway fashion, the salad is made in front of you. You can get a good assortment of vegetables, resulting in a traditional restaurant-style salad. Certainly the best-looking of the bunch.

NUTRITIONAL PROMISES Part of the chain's new Atkins-Friendly menu, which aims to please devotees of all things low-carb and high-protein. In a 341-g serving, 620 calories and 48 g of fat (13 g of carbs).

TASTE The grilled chicken is very good, and so is the diced hard-boiled egg. Neither of the other two salads comes close to Subway's freshness. The option of having the chicken served warm is a nice touch.

NOTEWORTHY You pay a premium -- $6.99 plus tax -- for the better chicken and the piles of spinach, which is much better for you than the romaine or iceberg lettuce usually served elsewhere.

• TIP Always ask for dressing on the side so the greens don't arrive swimming in oil. And steer clear of salads with processed meats -- they're high in fat, sodium and cholesterol.
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