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There is a growing obesity epidemic among children and adolescents in America today. And, tragically, 
it is being fueled by both Big Food and the US Government.  How has this happened and what can be 
done to save our children from a life of poor food choices and declining health?

The Size of the Problem  

According to recent statistics published by the CDC, 13.7 million (18.5% of all children under 18) are classified 
obese as measured by the Body Mass Index (BMI).  Obesity prevalence is 13.9% among 2- to 5-year-olds, 18.4%
among 6- to 11-year-olds, and 20.6% among 12- to 19-year-olds.  The result is a generation of sick kids.  Doctors 
are seeing heart attacks in 20 year-olds and strokes in 10 year-olds.  The number of cases of Type 2 diabetes 
(which used to be called “adult-onset diabetes”) among children and adolescents age 10-19 in 1980 was 0; in 
2014, it was 5,758.  

The Role of Government

Giving in to food industry demands.  

In 1977, a Senate Special Committee on Nutrition studied the link between heart disease & diet and produced 
“The McGovern Report.  Dietary Goals for the United States.”  The Report noted that our diet had become overly 
rich in fat, sugar & saturated fat, and recommended that we reduce saturated fat, cholesterol & sugar 
consumption.  The egg, sugar, dairy, and beef industries joined forces and not only flat-out rejected the findings, 
but also demanded a re-write.  Members of Congress from farm states producing these products expressed 
concern about reduced markets and prices, lost jobs, and government over-reach.  Despite McGovern’s 
objections, the report was re-written, and all the reduce statements were eliminated.  

Preferential treatment of Big Food in setting dietary guidelines.  

For over 100 years the US Department of Agriculture has established dietary guidelines to promote healthy eating
among Americans.  Since 1980, the USDA’s Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion and the US Department of 
Health and Human Services have jointly published dietary guidelines, which are updated every five years by the 
Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee.  These guidelines have been criticized as being overly influenced by the 
agriculture industry.  One example is the omission of high-quality evidence that the Public Health Service decided 
to exclude. Similarly, the wording had to be changed constantly because the food industry protested to comments
such as “cut down on fatty meats”, which led to the U.S Department of Agriculture having to stop the publication 
of the USDA Food Book in 1990.  In 2013 and again in 2015, a number of research articles were published in 
PlosOne and Mayo Clinic Proceedings demonstrating that the dietary data used to develop the US Dietary 
Guidelines were physiologically implausible (i.e., incompatible with survival) and therefore these data were 
"inadmissible" as scientific evidence and should not be used to inform public policy.  The publications had no 
impact.  Perhaps the most flagrant example of food industry influence was the inclusion of French fries and pizza 
as vegetables in the 2010 guidelines for school lunches.  
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Cuts in government spending and their impact on the food kids are offered in 
school.  

The National School Lunch Program was initiated in 1946 after so many recruits for the armed forces were 
rejected because of malnutrition.  In his push for smaller government, Ronald Reagan cut government spending 
for the child lunch program by about 10% in 1981.  As a result, many schools got rid of their cooking equipment 
& turned to fast food suppliers.  In 2006, 80% of schools operated under exclusive contracts with soda 
companies and by 2012, more than half of US school districts were serving fast food.  Consider these daily 
cafeteria specials – Monday is Papa John’s pizza, Tuesday is Chick-fil-A, Wednesday is Arby’s, Thursday is 
Pizza Hut & Friday is McDonald’s.  School lunch programs are now serving food processors rather than 
students. According to Kelly D. Brownell, Ph D, Dean of Public Policy, Duke University, the food industry 
infiltration of the schools is deplorable.  She has characterized some schools as 7-Elevens with books.

USDA support of Big Food.  

Farm subsidies are federal government funds paid to US agribusinesses.  They help reduce the risk farmers 
endure from the weather, commodities brokers, and disruptions in demand.  But subsidies have become similar 
to a regressive tax that helps high-income businesses, not poor rural farmers. Most of the money goes to large 
agribusinesses.  Between 1995 and 2017, the top 10% of recipients received 77% of the $205.4 billion doled out,
and 62% of US farms did not receive any subsidies.  These subsidies encourage factory farmers to plant the 
same crops year after year, regardless of crop yield.  As a result, it keeps them from switching to drought-
resistant crops, and water for irrigation is being drained from aquifers eight times faster than rain is putting it 
back, thereby threatening the water supply of future generations.  As a result, by 2000, the US was producing 
3900 calories per person, nearly double the amount needed.  Where does all that food go???

The Role of the Processed Food Industry

Shift from home cooking to bringing home processed foods.  

In 1970s a revolution in the food industry began.  Prior to that time, most food was prepared in the home by non-
working wives.  In 1965, the average non-working wife spent 138 minutes per day in meal preparation & 
cleanup, while the average married man spent 9 minutes, but in 1995, these figures dropped to 69 and 14 
minutes, respectively.  Big Food was happy to fill the void.  Processed food sales generated $2.2 trillion last 
year.  Mass production and technological innovations like vacuum packing and improved preservatives led to 
more food ready for consumption.  Twinkies and French fried potatoes (America’s favorite vegetable) are now so
much more plentiful and convenient.  

Role of marketing in the obesity epidemic.  

In the 1970s Farm Bills were used not only to subsidize farmers, but also to pay them to produce more.  Prior to 
that time, they had been used to limit production to keep prices up.  Jack Welch gave a speech in 1981 that 
initiated the focus on shareholder value.  This influenced companies to maximize short-term returns to satisfy 
investors.  They had to sell more & more!  If they developed more healthy products or stopped marketing to kids,
which might reduce sales, shareholders would demand better management (healthy eating is bad for business). 
The food industry had to get people to eat more.  Like the tobacco industry a generation earlier, they turned to 
the advertising experts.  

More food advertising.  

The food industry spends $50 million a year to hire lobbyists, $11 billion on food advertising and $22 billion on 
trade shows and slotting (fees for placement of products on supermarket shelves).  Marketing works.  Marketing 
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causes people to choose to eat more.  Today, kids are exposed to advertising not only on TV, but also on the 
Internet.  According to University of Michigan associate professor Ashley Gearhardt, although children and teens
are watching less TV than they used to, they are still exposed to 9 to 10 fast food ads every day, And on top of 
that, they are seeing ads online and also being attracted by Tony the Tiger, Ronald McDonald, Cap’n Crunch, 
colorful packaging, etc.  And all attempts to limit junk food advertising to children have been met with vigorous 
opposition in the form of derisive accusations of interference from the “mommy state” & “food police”, plus 
insistence on personal freedom for advertisers and parents.

Bottom line.  Dr. David Ludwig, Professor of Pediatrics, Harvard Medical School: “We lack the political will to 
properly fund school nutrition and ban advertising junk food to children.  It reflects a systematic political failure.  
We’re the richest society in the world, but we’ve failed because we’ve placed private profit and special interests 
ahead of public health.”  

Peggy Charren, Founder of Action for Children’s Television:  “So many industries are making profit from people 
being unhealthy that it’s in their interest to have people continue to be unhealthy.”  Insurance companies are 
buying stock in fast food chains.  America is headed for huge health consequences & huge economic 
consequences from our diets.  Former FDA commissioner Dr. David Kessler led the campaign to demonize the 
tobacco industry by changing how Americans perceived the product.  But the same tactics led by Senator Tom 
Harkin have been ineffective with the food companies.  Commenting about their executives, Harkin has said, “I 
don’t know how they can live with themselves.” 

Re-engineering, Deception and Lies by the Processed Food Industry

How processed foods are created.  

In his 2008 book, “In Defense of Food” Michael Pollan referred to “edible foodlike substances” as no longer the 
products of nature but of food science. “Many of them come packaged with health claims, which should be our 
first clue they are anything but healthy.”  He advised Americans to “eat real food, mostly plants, not too much.”  
Today, sadly, fake food continues to make up the bulk of the standard American diet.

For example, many whole plant foods are high in complex carbohydrates and are incredibly healthy and 
nutritious.  “Refined” foods are created by removing most of the nutrients and fiber from the natural grain to form 
a substance that remains, such as white flour or white rice. These products are then finely ground and combined
with sugar, preservatives, coloring agents, taste enhancers and a myriad of other chemicals to make breakfast 
cereal, cookies, cakes, corn chips, bread, snacks, etc.  Many of these products are then advertised as healthy 
foods because they are “fortified with essential vitamins and minerals.”  The fact that processing removed many 
more essential vitamins and minerals that nature put into these foods is never mentioned.  

The dangerous nature of sugar.  

Various forms of sugar, including high fructose corn syrup, are added to almost all processed foods. 
Consequently, between 1977 & 2000, Americans have doubled their daily intake of sugar.  According to Dr. 
David Kessler, we now have the scientific evidence that processed food is hyper-palatable & addictive. Human 
brains light up in the same way under both sugar and cocaine ingestion. In a recent Princeton University study 
cocaine-addicted rats were given the choice between cocaine and sugar water. Over a 15-day period, 40 of the 
43 chose sugar water.  

Baby food is full of sugar, so we begin life eating sugar.  Every generation of kids born since 1980 is surrounded 
by sugary snacks.  At grocery stores, gas stations, etc., sugary snacks are placed at eye level near the 
checkout. You can’t walk more than 100 feet in most cities without having your brain activated in some way.  And
many of the foods are associated with a familiar jingle and cartoon character. 
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The myth that we can lose weight through exercise.  

Big Food has endorsed the concept of caloric balance to lose weight - calories in match calories burned.  Of 
course, exercise is beneficial to health in many ways, but it is NOT an effective way to lose weight.  As more & 
more people exercised during the 60s & 70s, obesity continued to grow, and it’s STILL growing.  Between 1980 
& 2000, fitness club membership more than doubled, but the obesity rate also doubled.  To burn off just 1 20-oz. 
Coke, a child would have to bike an hour & 15 minutes.  1 cookie equals 20 minutes of jogging.  

In a recent public relations effort, a Big Food spokesperson announced with great fanfare that manufacturers are
removing 1.5 trillion calories from the marketplace.  Actually, this reduction is equivalent to removing 14 calories 
per day for a year for the average adult or child, essentially a bite of food or a couple sips of a soft drink.

The false claim that a calorie eaten is a calorie eaten.  

Big Food wants you to think that drinking 160 calories of soda is equivalent to eating 160 calories of walnuts.  
But they have significantly different effects on your body.  The fiber in the nuts slows down the digestive process,
so your blood sugar does not spike.  But processed carbohydrates, like white bread, white rice, and processed 
cereals are converted into glucose in an instant so the calories go directly to the liver.  And since the liver cannot
handle high levels of sugar, the pancreas produces insulin, the energy storage hormone, which converts excess 
sugar into fat.  High levels of insulin can also block messages to the brain that you are full, so you may still feel 
hungry and continue to eat.  The more sugar you eat, the more fat is stored in your body.  Dr. David Ludwig, 
Professor of Pediatrics, Harvard Medical School, explains that you can eat a whole bowl of cornflakes with no 
sugar or a whole bowl of sugar with no cornflakes.  Below the neck they’re metabolically the same.  

Dr. Harvey Karp, one of America's most-trusted pediatricians and child development experts, has stated, “If a 
foreign nation were causing our children to become obese and negatively affect their own lives, we’d probably go
to war.  We would defend our families.  So why do we accept this from our own country?”  

Discussion Questions

1) Do you know what your grandchildren and great grandchildren are offered in school lunches and 
what they eat at other times every day?  

2) Do their parents know? What can you do to improve their diet and protect them?

3) How can we generate public outrage about not only junk food in general but also the poor quality 
of school lunches?

4) Why aren’t school PTAs up in arms about this issue?  How about forming a movement like 
MADD, such as “MOTHERS AGAINST JUNK FOOD”?

5) Where are front-page newspaper articles calling attention to this cause of declining health of our 
nation’s children?

6) Where is a campaign to remove fast food advertising from TV the way tobacco ads were banned?

7) The campaign to reduce smoking led to lawsuits against cigarette companies.  But what 
companies and/or agencies can be sued over this issue?
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