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William Sittig  [chief of Science, Technology and Business Division]:

It is now my great pleasure to introduce Marion Nestle, the Paulette Goddard Professor in the Department of Nutrition, Food Studies, and Public Health at New York University (NYU).  Dr. Nestle’s early schooling was at the University of California at Berkeley where she received her undergraduate degree in bacteriology and her Ph.D. in molecular biology.  Her first teaching position was in the Biology Department of Brandeis University where she taught molecular and cell biology.  The department in those days had a policy that you could only teach the same course for three years and after that you had to teach something else, whether or not you knew anything about that subject. 

 [laughter]

 She happened to be assigned a nutrition course and she fell in love with it.  

No longer, according to her account, did she have students who eyes, whose eyes glazed over in her molecular biology classes.  All students pay attention and can relate to classes that have to do with eating. 

[laughter]

 Dr. Nestle went on to receive an advanced degree in health nutrition from Berkeley in 1986 and has held increasingly responsible and important positions at NYU’s Steinhardt School’s Department of Nutrition, Food Studies, and Public Health since 1988.  Her primary research interests have been food and nutrition, policy development, and analysis with a focus on dietary guidance, social and environmental influences on food choice, and the affects of food industry marketing on children’s diets and health.  She has emphasized communicating information about the lengths among agriculture, food, nutrition and health to students, professionals and the public.  

Dr. Nestle has received numerous honors, including the American Public Health Association’s prestigious David P. Rall Award for Advocacy in Public Health and she has been selected as a fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science as well as the American Society for Nutritional Sciences.  She is in demand as a consultant worldwide, currently serving in that capacity for the World Health Organization in Geneva and she is on the editorial advisory board of numerous journals, including “Nutrition Week” and the “Journal of Public Health Policy.”  She’s a prolific author, having written many scholarly and popular articles and books.  Three of her recent and well-known books are on sale today and Dr. Nestle has graciously agreed to stay after today’s program to answer any further of your questions and also to sign copies of your books.  

The three books are: “Food Politics:  How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health,” first published by the University of California Press in 2002 and issued in paperback in 2003; “Safe Food:  Bacteria, Biotechnology, and Bioterrorism,” also published by the University of California Press a year later; and her most recent “What To Eat,” published by North Point Press in 2006 with the paperback edition for sale today published earlier this year.  For this latter book, Dr. Nestle did her research as she describes by visiting supermarkets of all kinds and taking notes on what they were selling section by section, aisle by aisle.  

One of her conclusions is that quote, “Food choices are not all that complicated.  You just need to eat less, move less, eat lots of fruits and vegetables, and go easy on the junk food.  But to do this you will first have to recognize and then deal with the hidden ways in which food companies promote just the opposite.”  And now, to help us recognize and deal with these obstacles to improve our nutrition and our health it is my honor to welcome Dr. Marion Nestle.  

[applause]

Dr. Marion Nestle:

Thank you, Bill, for that pretty overwhelming introduction.  It’s actually a great honor for me to be here.  I’m old enough to still think that libraries are really important.  And my proudest achievement at NYU was helping the Fales Special Collections Section of NYU’s Bobst Library invest in and acquire a collection of books about food that now totals 20,000 and is rising.  And I’m very, very proud of that.  So it’s a great honor to be here.  Thank you so much.  

I’m just going to give a brief overview of my work and I hope there’ll be time at the end for debate and whatever.  My starting point for talking about my own work is public confusion about nutrition and health.  I think it’s fair to say that the public is enormously confused about nutrition and health, part of that is because the research is complicated, part of that is media, and part of that is it’s complicated and there’s nothing you can do about it.  But I think it’s really too bad because, as “Time Magazine” put it a couple of years ago, you don’t really have to be a genius to figure out what it is you’re supposed to have for dinner.  

And as Bill summarized I can summarize basic principles of nutrition in one slide -- eat less, move more, Bill, not move less --

[laughter]

-- eat fruits and vegetables, don’t eat too much junk food, enjoy your dinner, and please don’t eat my book!  

Now, if it seems complicated it surely is because obesity is the most serious public health nutrition problem that we’re dealing with in our society today and in fact throughout the world.  And obesity isn’t just a matter of cosmetics it’s a risk factor for type 2 diabetes and while rates of type 2 diabetes are still very low they’re increasing and that increase makes everybody extremely worried.  We don’t have a healthcare system that deals with that very well and it’s very difficult for families.  So if obesity is the problem the question is what to do about it?  And there are two approaches.  

The first is the personal responsibility approach, which the economists described very clearly a few years ago -- If you’re fat it’s your fault.  If you want to eat yourself until you die early it’s your fault; society doesn’t have anything to do with it.  If only you were smarter and we could figure out a way to educate you, you would be eating more healthfully.  And so that’s a slight exaggeration of the personal responsibility approach.  

The contrasting approach is what the “New York Times” described a few years ago as the gorge yourself environment -- an environment in society that provides more food, more choices, and more eating.  And here, if you want to do something about trying to help people eat more healthfully you have to change society, which seems like a much more formidable task than changing some individual’s health habits.  And I want to talk about the changing society aspect of this and in order to do that I have to give a little background.  

The rates of obesity in this country began to increase in the early 1980s, as shown in this slide, and it raises the question -- up until the early 1980s rates of obesity kind of ticked along, they were rising a little bit, but not very sharply.  But there was a sharp rise beginning in the early to mid-1980s and so the question is what went on?  What happened in the early 1980s that got people eating more and moving less and gaining weight?  Well, there were a number of changes in policy in the beginning of the 1980s.  At the advent of the Reagan Administration was a very deregulatory agenda and one of the things that got deregulated was farm policy and controls on farm production were removed, encouraging farmers to grow more food.  And the result was until alcohol, until ethanol came into the picture, mountains of corn and a sea of farm subsidies and we’re still dealing with that issue in the current farm bill.  

The result of that was an interesting affect on supply and demand. The price of food continued to drop as it had been for a long time. But I think the most important result was that the number of calories in the food supply started to rise quite dramatically.  In the early 1980s there were 3,200 calories available in the food supply for every man, woman, and child in the country.  By 2000 it was up to 3,900, which is roughly twice what the country needs on average.  These are not calories that people are eating; these are calories that are available in the food supply less exports plus imports.  But there was a lot more food to sell and companies needed to sell that food.  

A second thing that happened in the early 1980s was the beginning of what is called the shareholder value movement.  This was a movement attributed to a speech by Jack Welch who was then head of General Electric in 1981 in which he talked about the need for corporations to produce more immediate and higher returns for investors.  No more of this long-term blue chip stock stuff for little old ladies; now investors wanted returns on investment now.  Well, this affected all corporations, but I think it hit food corporations especially hard, because food corporations were not only forced to make a profit in a food environment in which there was twice as much food available as anybody needed, but they also had to grow their company every 90 days in order to meet Wall Street expectations for growth.  

And the result was that food companies had to think of new and creative ways in order to sell their products and as a result of that society changed.  And I want to talk about the societal changes that took place starting in the early to mid-1980s, every one of which encouraged people to eat more food and to take in more calories than they either wanted or needed.  The first was food outside the home.  With a large amount of food and food getting cheaper and cheaper it became possible for people to eat out more, also this was a time when women went into the workforce so there was a big demand for convenience.  Food outside the home has more calories than food prepared at home, and if you eat in groups you’re going to take in more calories than you would if you were sitting at home even in front of the television.  

A second one is portion size.  This is work of my former doctorate student, Dr. Lisa Young, and the red line on this curve is the curve of increase in the number of calories in the food supply.  The blue lines superimposed on it are her analyses of the introduction of larger-size portions, and you can see that they exactly track.  This isn’t surprising; larger portions have more calories.  As shown here, the cup on the left, the white one, is a Department of Agriculture’s standard serving size for a soft drink.  It holds eight ounces and if it doesn’t have too much ice in it it supplies 100 calories.  The one on the right, which she bought at one of our local movie theaters, holds 64 ounces and provides 800 calories. And the research shows that that cup is not traded up and down the aisle and shared among friends, it’s consumed by one person.  

[laughter]

So larger portions have more calories, something that is quite counter-intuitive, as has been shown by the work of Brian Wansink at Cornell whose book “Mindless Eating” discusses his really remarkable research on how environmental queues trigger overeating.  And he has this super bowl experiment where he gave some of his own students, who should’ve known better, popcorn to eat in either two quart bowls or four quart bowls and he was able to demonstrate that they ate almost twice as many calories out of the four quart bowls as they did from the two quart bowls.  And more than that, they underestimated the calories that they were eating by a very large percentage.  So large portions do three things; they contain more calories, they encourage people to eat more calories, and they make people unaware of the number of calories that they’re eating.  I think it’s reason enough to explain obesity.  

Another factor is ubiquity.  When did it become okay to eat in bookstores?  You know, you’re librarians, when did it become okay to eat in libraries?  When I went to NYU there were signs all over the library saying “Don’t Eat Here.”  Actually they were very clever signs.  Now, there are two cafes in the library.  That’s the modern era.  It’s about selling food.  

Proximity is another one.  There’s a reason why soft drink companies are desperate to keep vending machines in schools because of having a vending machine close at hand will encourage a student to buy something out of it.  They don’t care what’s in it; they just want those machines there so people will buy things.  Frequency is another one.  The more times a day you eat, the more calories you take in.  And this is an Internet advertisement for Taco Bell’s new fourth meal campaign.  As if three didn’t give you enough calories.  And then the last one is low prices.  I like to ask the question if you go to McDonald’s with $5.00 you’ve got a choice, you can buy five hamburgers or you can buy one salad.  Now, you have to ask the question what’s that about?  Well, those of you who are involved in studying nutrition policy know that this has a lot to do with the ways in which some foods are subsidized and others are not.  

So all of that are factors in the environment that occurred in the period since the early 1980s and all of them promote overeating and promote a higher intake of calories than can be compensated for in physical activity.  These are the kinds of things that I discuss in my books “Food Politics” and “Safe Food,” which came out a few years ago.  And as I was going around the country giving talks like this and talking to people about these kinds of issues people would start coming up to me and saying, “But you didn’t tell us what to eat.”  And the first time I heard that I was really kind of surprised.  I mean, “Food Politics” was a book about the politics of food; I didn’t think it was a diet book.  But as I began to hear that more and more I started asking people what it was that they didn’t know how to do and people said, “We don’t know how to shop at supermarkets.”  And supermarkets turned out to be ground zero for people’s anxieties about food choices.  

And as I heard more and more about this I began to take it more seriously and I started asking more about it.  And people would tell me things like, “I go into a supermarket and I see danger everywhere,” “I go into a supermarket and there are so many choices I burst into tears.  I feel like a deer caught in headlights.” Or “I go into a supermarket and I just wish somebody would tell me what’s good for me and what’s bad for me and not make me have to walk up all those aisles and figure out what I’m supposed to do about this, that, or the other food label.”  So I thought, okay, let’s find out what this is about.  So I started going to supermarkets.  

Now, I live in Manhattan.  We don’t have any supermarkets in Manhattan, at least not ones that normal places have.  And so, but I spend a lot of time in Upstate New York in Ithaca and so I went to the -- I started my research at the Ithaca Wegman’s, which is a very nice store.  It’s family owned and so it isn’t under quite as much Wall Street pressure as some of the others.  And I just went through the store trying to ask every question I could think about, about every product category that was there in order to answer people’s questions about what they might be seeing there.  And I spent a year doing it.  And most people don’t have that luxury.  And I have to say it was the most fun research I’ve ever done.  It was really, really fun.  

I learned very quickly that supermarkets, although they perform an enormous public service in having so many products available, they are not social service agencies.  

[laughter]

Their job is to sell food, what a big surprise.  And they’re supposed to make profits on it and they’re supposed to grow their profits every quarter.  And there is an enormous research basis for how supermarkets are organized to do this.  And that research basis has some rules associated with it.  

Number one is you always put the produce or flowers first.  You can go into any supermarket in America and the produce or flowers will be right in front or to the right or the left.  This was Wegman’s gorgeous produce section in mid-summer last year.  And this is what Michael Pollan calls “supermarket pastoral” in his book “Omnivores Dilemma”.  And I love showing this picture of him because he has a poster of my book on his desk. 

[laughter]

 I like to do that.  

So one of the things that supermarkets try to do is they want you to see as many products as you possibly can.  They want you going up and down the aisles.  There’s a reason why the milk is in the far corner and that’s because it’ll get you to walk through the aisles faster.  The length of the aisles is measured to be the maximum that people are willing to walk through without running screaming from the store 

[laughter]

because that’s rule number two, which is a very clear, direct proportion between the number of products you see and the number of products you buy.  And so the object of the game is to get you to look at as many products as possible because the more you see, the more you buy.  And the point of all of this is to get you to buy food.  I mean that’s what it’s about.  

Oops, how did that get there?  

The business about the aisles is sort of interesting.  There’s one store in Upstate New York that, outside of New York City, that only has one aisle.  Once you get in it you can’t get out of it.  

[laughter]

But this is Stew Leonard’s, the store is so much fun to go to that you don’t care.  It’s just really fun.  They have a lot of entertaining things there.  

Rule number three is to put high profit items at eye level and companies pay the stores in order to position their products in the places where they will be seen by the most people, and that’s at eye level, at the ends of the aisles, and at the cash registers, and none of those products are placed there accidentally.  And that brings me to the whole question of the center aisles, which is where the junk foods are.  And I know I’m a nutritionist and nutritionists aren’t supposed to use the word “junk food.”  We’re supposed to refer to them as “foods of minimal nutritional value,” 

[laughter]

and sometimes I do that, but it’s easier to say junk foods.  

So I’ll define them:  They’re foods that are high in calories, they’re highly processed, they’re relatively nutritionally depleted and they make a lot of money for the manufacturers because there’s a lot of added value.  And sometimes there are stores that mark them as that.  And this is a store in Southern California and what’s under that sign is exactly what you would expect to find under that sign.  

And rule number four has to do with foods of minimal nutritional value, they have a lot of sugars in them.  And it’s not just the sugar we’re concerned about it’s the sugar in the products, and I guess the best example of that is soft drinks.  

And sometime last spring I was taken to a Vons supermarket in downtown Los Angeles by a reporter for the “LA Times” and it was in a pretty low income area in LA downtown. And I was stunned by the number of places in the store where soft drinks were sold.  This is the aisle with the soft drinks and there’s soft drinks at the end of that aisle as well and then there was a wall of soft drinks when you entered the store.  There were soft drinks at the end of an aisle, that’s prime real estate; there were soft drinks at the end of another aisle.  There were soft drinks at the end of another aisle.  There were soft drinks at the end of another aisle, okay it’s Gatorade, it’s still a soft drink.  And there were soft drinks at the end of yet another aisle and there was a platform of soft drinks on which they had garden furniture displayed.  

[laughter]

I didn’t think it would be possible to walk out of that store without buying a soft drink.  And it was sort of interesting, I asked the produce manager in that store whether they had any organic vegetables and he didn’t know.  

[laughter]

Vons is owned by Safeway and Safeway was right in the middle of a very large organic campaign when they were positioning some new products in there and this guy didn’t even know. 

 The other way in which the store is set up the idea that you’re going to buy more food is to do this through pricing strategies.  And here are soft drinks, two-liter containers of soft drinks, are under three cents per ounce and eight-ounce cans are more than ten cents per ounce.  And I asked some supermarket executives why they were using this eat more strategy and they said, “Well, if people want smaller portions they should be willing to pay for them.”  

Now, I haven’t even said anything about the most obvious way in which these sales are done and that’s through advertising.  And it’s hard to talk about advertising because there’s so much of it it fades into the woodwork and you don’t even know about it.  But food and beverage companies spend about $12 billion a year to advertise their products through ways that go through advertising agencies so it’s called “measured media.”

And then, in addition to that kind of advertising they spend about another two dollars for every dollar on things like tradeshows, coupon campaigns, t-shirts, and other ways in which they encourage you to buy products, but these numbers are weighed.  I mean you work in Washington you can probably understand a number like 36 billion, but I can’t.  So I have a smaller one, how about $32 million, which is what Kellogg’s spent in 2005 just on measured media just for Cheez-Its.  Any nationally advertised product has a budget so staggeringly more than the federal government’s budget on health education that they’re not even -- you can’t even consider them in the same stratosphere.  

Now these are the kinds of things that I discuss in my books and Michelle Simon, a lawyer in San Francisco who’s written a book “Appetite for Profit” talks about in her book.  And she talks about the tremendous pressures on food companies.  And food companies are under enormous pressure, not only from people like me who are advocates for one thing or another, but also by regulators, by lawyers who are waiting in the wings to pounce on them, and then of course this unrelenting pressure from Wall Street.  And food companies have responded by doing nothing, by ignoring the problem, by denying the problem.  And more recently, as the pressures on them have increased enormously by changing their packages and changing their product lines to make them look healthier and then by fighting back.  And I’m not going to be talking about the fighting back, although I’ve been the target of quite a bit of fighting back.  But the fighting back has to do with lobbying and lobbying for exemption from laws, attacking advocates, blaming inactivity, and blaming personal choice for the problem.  

But I want to talk about the way in which they’re changing products.  Changing products has a lot to do with rule number five, which is you use nutrition and health to sell products whenever you can.  And this came about as a result of the Nutrition Labeling Act of 1990, in which Congress insisted that there be a nutrition facts label on food products.  And food companies said, “If you’re going to make us disclose how much bad things we have in our products, like fat,” which was the big one in those days, “then you have to let us say what’s good about our products and you have to allow us to use health claims on our products.”  Up until that time no food was allowed to be advertised as having any particular benefit to health because a food is not a drug and they weren’t following the regulations that drug companies have to follow.  

So the FDA was forced to start approving health claims starting in the early 1990s and here are some of the results of that.  These are the familiar, “may reduce the risk of heart disease,” “may reduce cholesterol,” et cetera, et cetera that you’ve seen on cereal boxes for years.  These actually have some scientific backing.  The FDA did a big science review in order to do that.  Well, the FDA in recent years has been increasingly weakened by Congress.  It doesn’t like them to do too much in the way of regulation.  And I think health claims have gotten completely out of hand, even on products that aren’t too terrible.  

I mean here, for example, is a cereal with five sets of health claims on it of one kind or another.  In the upper right-hand corner are little self-congratulatory tokens that explain what the company thinks is good about the products:  It’ll make you smart; it’ll be good for your heart; it will lower both blood pressure and cholesterol; it’s got an endorsement from the American Heart Association, which cares only about fat and saturated fat, despite the fact that sugars appear in the ingredient list in 11 places. 

[laughter]

 Here is another -- it’s hard not to pick on Kellogg’s, which is always right at the leading edge of this.  

Kellogg’s sent me three boxes of this cereal last week, I guess because they knew I was giving talks this week.  This one says, “Losing up to 6 pounds in 2 weeks just got easier if you eat this product.”  Well, of course it will if you don’t eat anything else.  And their advice is to kick off your day by eating a bowl of this stuff with skim milk for breakfast and a little fruit.  Your second meal of the day is the same thing.  You get to eat anything you want for your third meal and then you get to have a couple of Kellogg’s snacks during the day.  I guarantee you if you kept the portion size reasonable you’d lose weight doing that.  

Now, companies in general are trying to make themselves look healthy and nearly every large food company has developed its own set of criteria for naming some of its foods as healthy or healthier than others.  And if you ask executives from these companies, “How come you’re marketing this junk food as a health food?”  They say, “Well, we’re really not; we’re just trying to offer people healthier choices.”  How much healthier is another matter.  But PepsiCo identifies its products by this green spot “made easy.”  Kraft identifies its products by “sensible solution” and that’s what the arrow is pointing to.  This astounding product is an excellent source of calcium, despite the fact that it has a quarter of the day’s allotment of saturated fat and sodium and has a full ounce of sugars in it.  

Now, if independent nutritionists develop criteria for judging products they get a very, very different result.  In Hannaford, a supermarket chain in the north, last year for reasons of its own, I find them quite mysterious, actually hired some nutrition scientists to develop criteria, they spent a really long time doing that.  And the idea was to develop criteria for awarding one, two, or three health stars to products in the supermarket and then the company hoped that people would look for the stars.  What they found was that less than a quarter of 27,000 products that they analyzed met the criteria for even one star.  And of those quarter most of them were fruits and vegetables.  

So the minute you get into the center aisles you’re in junk food territory and it’s really hard even to meet one star.  Now organics are being used to sell foods these days too.  And this is Safeway’s new “O” line in which they have organic carrots, organic milk, organic yogurt, you know, some reasonable foods.  They also have organic macaroni and cheese, fruitless flavored multi-grain cereal, and some really, really not very good tasting, in my opinion, burritos that were very salty, I thought.  Anyway, I didn’t like the way they taste.  That’s a personal issue, but they’re organic and they can sell them at a premium price.  And there’s a lot of organic junk food these days, of which these gummy bears are kind of my favorite.  These are vegan even, so they’re pretty terrific.  

And that brings me to the whole question of marketing to children.  And I’m not the only person who thinks that marketing to children is an issue.  The Institute of Medicine last year came out with a major report in which they described the research enterprise devoted to marketing to children, the methods that are used, the amount of money that’s involved in it, and the affects of it on kids’ health, there’s a big research review.  And they made it -- if you read this report you know that business can’t go on as usual because the report documents very clearly that marketing of junk food makes kids want to eat junk foods and does everything that food marketers want them to.  

And there are three reasons why food marketers want to market directly to children.  The first is brand loyalty.  The idea is if you develop a taste for a brand early in life you’re going to want that brand throughout life.  The second one is called “the pester factor.” It’s what the industry calls it.  And you know what that is, that’s getting kids to pester their parents to buy a product.  Most parents I know don’t want to argue with their kids about food; they’re perfectly happy to buy it.  But the third one is the one that I think is the most insidious and that’s what I call “kids’ food.”  And that’s kids cuisine.  The idea is to make kids think that they’re supposed to eat foods that come in funny shapes, funny colors, and packages, unidentified food objects, 

and that in fact they’re supposed to know more about what kids are supposed to be eating than their parents do.  And in that sense it’s very subversive of parental authority and I think that that’s reason enough to be really concerned about marketing to children.  

Now, a new study that came out this year looked at a lot of products that had fruit in them that are marketed to children.  The study is called “Where’s the Fruit?” and it found out that hardly any of these fruit illustrated products that are designed for children actually have any fruit in them.  Here’s a couple of interesting examples of the kind of thing that is marketed to kids.  The product on the left is candy that’s in the shape of junk food.  The product on the right is a cereal that’s in the shape of candy.  If kids think that they’re supposed to be eating sweet things all the time, it surely must be because of this.  Now, there’s a lot of pressure, as I said, on food companies these days to try to make the foods that they’re making for children healthier and to pull back on marketing to children.  They’re under enormous pressure to do that.  

And so here are some of the things that are being made healthier for kids.  This is a PepsiCo product with zero grams Trans fat.  That makes it a health food, right?  I like showing it because I like everybody to look at the ingredient list.  That ingredient list is a dead giveaway that this is a very heavily processed product and it’s designed specifically for children.  Here’s a Kraft SUPERMAC & Cheese, which has vitamins added to it, so that turns it into a health food.  And it’s a sensible solution if you make it under the circumstances that they ask for, and it’s got calcium in it because it’s got cheese.  

And then here are a couple of boxes of Fruity Pebbles that were purchased by one of my students.  And the one on the left is the ordinary one it advertises that it’s got 10 essential vitamins and minerals; it’s got about a tablespoon of sugars and zero grams of fiber per serving of the cereal.  The one on the right is the “sensible solution” version, which has a half a teaspoon less sugars per serving and they’ve added three grams of polydextrose so they can advertise it as a good source of fiber.  

And then this one is a little painful actually.  This is a Kellogg’s product that has been designed for poor kids who qualify for school breakfasts and this is an advertisement from a school food service magazine that explains that if you use these breakfast boxes it will save you labor, you don’t have to have a staff person who’s cooking or doing anything like that and you’ll make more money on it.  And this breakfast box contains Frosted Flakes, Pop Tarts, and apple juice.  So that’s the healthy -- and it meets Department of Agriculture criteria for the school breakfast.  That’s a better than nothing kind of approach that I think needs some rethinking.  

Now, behind the scenes a lot stuff is going on, but one of the things that’s going on is that the companies are not putting any money into marketing the healthier versions of these products.  It’s very hard to get this kind of information, but I did see this in “Advertising Age” last year where PepsiCo put $20- 20 million each into advertising, into direct media for Lays Classics, Tostitos, and Doritos and practically nothing for the Baked Lays or Baked Cheetos variety.  And the other thing they’re doing is all of these companies are getting together to work as a political entity in order to defend the industry’s First Amendment rights to advertise to children.  Now, we can have a long discussion about the First Amendment, and I think we should, but it’s hard for me to believe that the intention of the founding fathers was to allow companies to market junk foods to kids.  

In any case, this is the environment in which people are trying to eat healthfully and I would be depressed about it except I think that what’s happening in food these days is the beginning of a new and very important social movement.  And it’s a social movement that’s disorganized, it’s not planned, it’s very grassroots, it’s bottom-up, it’s democracy of the people, by the people, and for the people, and it’s taking all different forms.  This is the antimarketing to kids movement, which is spearheaded by Sen.Tom Harkin who had a terrific press conference a few years ago.  And there’s a lot, there are a lot of people who are looking at legal and legislative ways to try to curtail marketing to children without violating the principles of the First Amendment.  

There’s the good, clean, fair movement, that is, food that’s good to eat, tastes good, and is good for people on the planet.  “Clean” meaning that it doesn’t mess up the environment.  “Fair” meaning that the people who produce it are being paid reasonable wages and the slow food movement is probably the best exemplar of that, always framed in revolutionary terms.  The organic movement is another.  Organic product sales are booming, organics are the fastest growing segment of the food supply, and that’s why all of the big companies are interested in going into organics, which, of course, makes everybody worried that they’re going to try to weaken the organic rules.  That’s a big political issue that has yet to play out.  

Another one is local agriculture.  When local agriculture hits the cover of “Time Magazine” you know it’s mainstream.  I wish “Time Magazine” hadn’t said, “Forget organic, eat local,” because I think there’s no reason why food can’t be organic and local.  But nevertheless, it’s a very important nod to the importance of not moving foods thousands and thousands of miles in order to purchase them.  And the number of farmer’s markets is booming also.  There’ve been farmer’s markets in Washington for a long time, but the number nationally has doubled since the mid-1990s.  The last 10 years or so the number of farmer’s markets has doubled and every community wants its farmer’s market now, which I think is great because it supports local agriculture.  

One of the oddest ones is the animal mights Movement.  And I’m quite surprised by this because it used to be that people who worried about the way farm animals were treated were People for Ethical Treatment of Animals and other groups that are often considered quite extreme.  Well, how farm animals are treated has now gone mainstream and the Union of Concerned Scientists and the Center for Science in the Public Interest last year both published very long and carefully documented reports on why treating farm animals better would be better for the environment and for the health of people.  And Smithfield has said it will phase out its sow crates within the next few years, and so this is mainstreaming of something that used to be very extreme.  

The big one is lunch.  School lunch has become the focal point for lots of people’s activities around child health, particularly in child food, some of this was spearheaded by Alice Waters whose edible schoolyard in Berkeley is really an astonishing thing to see.  Anne Cooper is the person who is running the Berkeley public schools’ lunch program and they’re trying to transform the school lunch from something that is dismal and fast to something that is delicious and slow and fresh and local and all kinds of other things.  And I think it’s mainstream when Alice Waters gets a full page advertisement in the “Wall Street Journal.”  Not only a full-page advertisement, but it’s a full-page advertisement for the “Wall Street Journal” self-advertising, and that was just on April 13.  

And so this is the mainstreaming of what seems to me an enormous movement centered around food.  People really care about it.  And even in New York City where we’re not talking about anything elite whatsoever, we have Chef Jorge Collazo who school by school is trying to improve the quality of the meals served to kids.  And I’m fond of saying that I went to a school in Bushwick, which is one of the lowest income areas in Brooklyn, and I saw teenage boys eating salads, I did, with my very own eyes; it can be done.  

[laughter]

If the food’s good it’ll be done.  

And then in New York City, because that’s where I’m from, we have a public health director who is actually interested in public health; what a concept.  

[laughter]

And he is doing what he can, and one of the things he could do was to call for calorie labeling on fast food places and there’s a big opposition to this; it’s not clear how this is going to play out.  But one result of what he’s after may be something like this where you can go up and down a supermarket aisle and figure out how many calories you’re getting.  

So these are the kinds of things that I’m talking about these days.  I’m a big believer in personal responsibility; I think everybody should be exercising it.  And my advice there is if you’re in a supermarket just shop the perimeter.  Don’t buy anything.  If you have to go into the center aisles, which you should try to stay out of, you don’t buy anything with more than five ingredients, with an ingredient you can’t pronounce, with anything artificial in it, with a health claim because they’re all misleading, or with a cartoon on the package because they’re trying to market that food directly to your kid and you don’t want them to do that.  And if you don’t want your kids eating junk food don’t have it in the house.  

But I also think that social responsibility is something that we have to take very seriously and look on ways to change policy in order to make it easier for people to make more healthful decisions and to exercise personal responsibility more healthfully.  And I’ve already talked about some of the ways in which I think policies could change to do this, one is marketing to kids and school meals and doing something about portion sizes and price strategies, developing more farm to community systems.  We’ve got a farm bill this year that’s up for renewal and this is a good time to start thinking about farm supports.  And then I think if we’re really serious about trying to change the system we need to look at the way we fund election campaigns so our legislators will be more interested in public health than in corporate health.  

And then, finally, I think it’s time to look at the way we regulate corporations to try to take some of the pressures off of corporations for such immediate returns on profits.  A lot of this is pie in the sky and, you know, isn’t going to happen in my lifetime, but it might happen in yours.  So these are the kinds of things that I talk about in my book “What to Eat.”  That’s the hardbound on the left and the brand-new, out this week, paperbound, you’re seeing the first copies of it, on the right.  And, I thank you very, very much for the opportunity to share this with you.  Thanks so much. 

[applause]

[end of transcript]


