Are National Food Policies Helping
or Hurting Obesity Prevention?
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# %ealth advocates increasingly recognize that national food policies are essen-
tial for reversing current trends in obesity prevalence. In 2000, Michael Jacobson and
I argued in Public Health Reports that then-current recommendations for preventing
obesity invariably focused on the need for educating individuals to decrease energy intake
and increase energy expenditure but failed to consider the many factors in society and in
the food environment that acted as barriers to individual actions. Those factors included,
and still include, cultural, social, and economic aspects of current food systems that
make high-calorie, inexpensive food available for consumption everywhere, at all times
of day, and in very large portions.

We noted that although the deleterious health effects of obesity had been observed
since the mid-1950s, national action plans to reverse its increasing prevalence had
consisted mostly of wishful thinking and admonitions to individuals rather than well-
thought-out public health strategies to promote more healthful dietary choices. Our
article suggested a broad range of policies in education, food labeling, food marketing,
health care, and transportation to make it easier for individuals to eat more healthfully
and to be more active. To pay for such policies, we suggested small taxes on food items
that provide “empty” calories, such as soft drinks, or on products that reduce physical
activity, such as automobiles.

Even so, we were not the first to invoke the need for policy approaches aimed at

obesity prevention, as well as educational strategies aimed at individuals. In the late
1970s, Albert J. Stunkard made similar suggestions, but these were ignored in favor of
views of obesity and its health consequences as matters of personal responsibility. But

the sharp increase in obesity prevalence in the years just prior to 2000 was enough to
convince us and others that attempts to change individual behavior were ineffective;
farthermore, they could only be effective if accompanied by supportive changes in the
food environment.
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Benefits of Obesity Prevention Policies

As the high personal and economic cost of obesity to individuals and to society became
more evident, health advocates increasingly called on governments to enact policies to
improve the environment of food choice. By now, local and state governments, and even
the federal government, have enacted one or more of a broad range of policies aimed at
preventing obesity in children and adults, especially those of low income, or at restricting
the production or marketing practices of food companies. Table 95.1 lists examples of
policies that have been tried, implemented, or are under serious consideration by advo-
cates.

Several observations argue in favor of policy approaches. Educating individuals is
demonstrably ineffective. Policies that have been implemented tend to show benefits. And
the degree of food industry opposition to anti-obesity measures strongly suggests that
these measures are likely to work. The evidence in favor of policy interventions is sub-
stantial. Studies show that teaching children about healthy eating improves their atti-
tude toward eating healthier foods, especially when accompanied by garden programs,
Children in schools serving healthier meals tend to have healthier weights. Removing

TABLE 95.1. Policy Interventions to Reduce the Prevalence of Obesity
Children

School gardens

Nutrition education -

Nutrition standards for school and child care maeals
Elimination of sodas from fast-food meals

Restrictions on toys with fast-food meals

Restrictions on television advertising of unhealthful foods
Restrictions on junk food sales near schools

Nutrition standards for food marketing

Adults

= Community garden projects

* Fruit and vegetable incentive programs

» Natrition education

» Calorie labels on fast-food items {“menu” labels)

* Restrictions on misleading health claims

+ Nutrition standards for federal food assistance programs
® Warning labels on unhealthful foods

. o 00

Food companies Na

s Incentives for healthier food retail environments
e Nautrition standards for foods served in public institutiors #
* Nutrition standards for product reformulation

s Size caps on unhealthful foods

» Taxes on unhealthful foods

» Elimination of tax deduction for business expenses related to
marketing unhealthful foods to children

: The political system

= Incentives for corporate social goals, as well as growth
" Restrictions on corporate contributions to election campaigns
{repeal Citizens United)
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toys from fast-food meals decreases children’s desire for those meals. The less time chil-
dren spend watching television, the less likely they are to be overweight. Supporting the
purchase of fruits and vegetables in low-income communities increases the supply and
purchase of those foods. o ,

Although most studies of calorie labels on fast-food meals show small, if any, effects
on purchase patterns, the effects are greater among the subset of customers who pay
attention to the postings. Like trans-fat labeling, menu labeling has induced food manu-
facturers to reformulate their products with healthier ingredients. The most impressive
evidence of policy efficacy derives from studies of taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages.
In its first 6 months, the Mexican tax was associated with a 6% reduction in soda sales.
In its first month, the Berkeley, California, tax decreased sales while generating more
than $100,000 t6'Bé used for child health programs. A more recent analysis documented
4 21% decrease in soda consumption in Berkeley’s low-income communities. Taxes do
modify dietary choices and their benefits are even greater in low-income groups most at
risk for chronic disease.

Food Industry Opposiiion

Preventing obesity requires people to eat less, move more, O both, but cating less reduces
food industry profits. Thus, no anti-obesity measure that might decrease purchases of
foods and beverages should be expected to be free of political opposition. Indeed, the
greater the likelihood that an intervention will succeed in reducing purchases, the more
strongly the food industry is likely to oppose it. Within cach of its sections, Table 95.1
lists policies roughly in order of political expediency. Although on principle they oppose
every measure that might reduce sales, companies making food products targeted by “eat
less” messages are especially vigorous in doing everything they can to delay, weaken, ot
climinate measures that might restrict their ability to market to children, cap portion
sizes, or tax their products.

Marketing to children is the food industry’s line in the sand. Although major food
and beverage companies have yoluntarily agreed not to advertise unhealthful products
to children under the age of 12, they forcefully oppose government attempts to set nutri-
tion standards for marketing food products to children, even when such standards are
voluntary. When an Interagency Working Group (IWG) representing four government
agencies attempted to set voluntary standards for food marketing to children, food trade
associations complained to Congress. In response, Congress required the IWG to conduct
a cost—benefit analysis, thereby killing this voluntary measure.
 Food companies opposing the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) school nutri-

tion standards also used CongresstogetwhaftheywantedThepat&teandplzzamdus— '

tries, for example, were affected by the new standasds. They induced Congress to use the
appropriations process to overturn two regulations, one restricting the number of times
potatoes could be served in school lunches during a week and the otber affecting the vol-
ume of tomato paste used on pizza.

In 2015, the food industry succeeded in getting Congress to use the appropriations
process again, this time to delay implementation of menu labeling in chain restauranis for
a year. The industry also induced Congress to use the appropriations process to block the
USDA from allowing federal dietary guidelines to say anything about the environmental
impact and unsustainability of diets high in meat. .
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Drawing on lessons learned from the tobacco industry, beverage companies use every
trick in that industry’s “playbook” to oppose nutrition standards for food assistance
programs, warning labels, size caps, and taxes. The playbook involves casting doubt
on the science, discrediting critics, framing government interventions as indications of
nanny-statism, coopting community and health professional groups, and, of course, lob-
bying and contributing to election campaigns; these last playbook items were made easier
by recent Supreme Court decisions. Use of the playbook was especially visible in New
York City’s attempt to remove sodas from eligibility for purchase with benefits from the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly Food Stamps). Antihun-
ger organizations funded by soda companies publicly opposed the city’s attempt, even
though the prevalence of obesity is higher among SNAP recipients than in other low-
income groups. To oppose the city’s proposed soda cap rule, which would restrict the size
of sugary drinks sold in places under city jurisdiction to 16 ounces or less, soda compa-
nies and their trade association funded “front” groups and community organizations to
oppose the measure, took the city to court, and eventually won. The soda industry has
contributed tens of millions of dollars to front-groups to fight soda taxes, successfully,
with two exceptions to date: Berkeley, California, which framed the debate as “Berkeley
vs. Big Soda,” and Philadelphia, which framed the tax as a method to generate revenues
to support prekindergarten programs.

Future Directions for Policy Advocacy

Although it is well established that to be effective, policies must lead to environmental
changes that support healthier food choices, not one of the policies listed in Table 95.1
can reverse obesity prevalence on its own. All of them are needed to support 2 vision of
obesity not so much as a matter of personal responsibility but as a personal consequence
of a food system focused far more on selling products than on promoting nutrition and
public health. Becanse the purpose of food companies is to sell products and generate
profits for stockholders, changing this environment comes up against corporate busi-
ness imperatives 2nd is only possible through government intervention. In this situation,
governments need to establish a level playing ficld for food industry marketing, so that
restrictions apply equally to all companies. A key part of a vision for obesity prevention
is to align agricultural policies with health policies, so that the kinds of foods that receive
subsidies, for example, are those that best promote health. The goal of all policy inter-
ventions must be to make the healthful choice the easy choice and, even better, to make
it the preferred choice. cown

How do we get from here to there in the current poliﬁéél climate? Despite the need
for substantive improvements in the food environment, existing obesity prevention poli-
cies tend to be fragmented, uncoordinated, and lacking in overall vision. This is under-

standable given the level of food industry opposition to any measure that might reduce
demand, decrease availability, or increase prices. Therefore, changing the food environ-
ment requires an understanding that obesity prevention is both a political and a health
goal. Health advocates must engage the political system and use it to promote health for
individuals and for society. -

_+Engagement means learning how the political system works: how bills are passed,
how elections are funded, and how lobbying is accomplished. It means visiting local, state,
and federal representatives and talking to them about how healthier food environments
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will benefit constituents and society- It means educating and organizing communities
to support public health interventions, recruiting allies, and developing evidence-based
arguments to counter those of critics. It means writing opinion pieces and letters to edi-
tors as well as editorials in professional journals. For many health professionals, political
engagement seems remote from the day-to-day demands of helping overweight patients
deal with our current, toxic food environment.

But detoxifying this environment can only be accomplished by advocates willing to
take on the challenges of reducing the impact of monéy on palitics. The goal must be to
elect political representatives who are more responsive to concerns about the health of the
citizens thég/represent than to the food corporations that, as part of the normal course of
doing business, put profits over public health.
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