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Perspectives and Commentary 

TALK ABOUT denial. After the Institute of Medicine issued a December report on food marketing and childhood obesity, the food and advertising industries sounded the alarm. "It's the height of chutzpah," declared the pro-business Center for Consumer Freedom, "to call for sweeping federal regulations on marketing without having evidence to prove that advertisements cause childhood obesity."

Nice try. Problem is, the IOM study was merely confirming the obvious: that current food and beverage marketing practices put kids' long-term health at risk.

While Big Food and its advertising partners should be chastened, instead we get endless denials. Wally Snyder of the American Advertising Federation, is typical: "Advertising is not the culprit" for the rise in childhood obesity, he says.

Such misguided thinking is going to catch up with you.

In Europe, it already has. Markos Kyprianou, the European Health Commissioner, said last year that he "would like to see the [food] industry not advertising directly to children any more." He gave the industry a year to self-regulate, or he will push for legislation.

As the tobacco industry showed, it is possible to rope-a-dope the science for a very long time. But increasing numbers of Americans are on to the game.

Food giants wouldn't spend $11 billion a year on ads if they didn't get a payback. People see the commercials, and don't need a guy in a lab coat to tell them what piles of fatburgers and mega-gulps do to young bodies. But the more the industry stonewalls, the more it confirms parents' suspicions that it cannot be trusted, and that new laws are necessary.

Parents resent commercial interloping that involves their kids. It's outrageous that corporations pay for psychologists and hucksters to turn children into nags. If you want to sell something to kids, do so via ads aimed at parents--and let them decide whether a product is safe to buy.

Scores of top health scholars and medical groups have endorsed Commercial Alert's call for a ban on junk food marketing to children 12 years of age and younger as "perhaps the single most inexpensive and cost-efficient way to reduce the global burden of obesity, diabetes and their complications among children."

Let's look at soda pop. A study in the medical journal Lancet found that for each can of sugar-sweetened soda a child drinks daily, they are 1.6 times more likely to become obese. Another study in the British Medical Journal among children 7-11 years old found that those who were taught to drink less soda in school were 7% less likely to become obese than children who lacked such lessons.

Researchers writing in the International Journal of Obesity found that girls and boys who ate fast food three times or more a week had far higher calorie intakes: 37% and 40%, respectively, compared to those who didn't eat any fast food. Another study in the journal Pediatrics found that on any given day, children who ate fast food took in 187 extra calories than kids who abstained from such meals.

When ads boost demand for soda pop and fast food, should we really be surprised that childhood obesity is a result? No one claims that marketing is the sole culprit. Obviously, obesity is a complex problem with many causes. Everyone agrees that children need more exercise. But it's hard not to laugh when marketers boast that ads work--except for products like tobacco, alcohol and junk food.

Your denials are helping to generate a broad-based movement to restrict advertising to children, and ads in general. That movement is gaining strength, and you are pouring bacon fat on the fire.

Big Food isn't yet as unpopular as Big Tobacco. But since you're using the same playbook, don't be surprised if you end up where they did.

The federal government won't always be a wholly owned subsidiary of Corporate America and its army of influence-peddlers. Pent-up frustration arising from the marketing of tobacco, pharmaceuticals, junk food, alcohol--and to children in general--may well bring legislation or court decisions that put childrens' health ahead of profits and commercial speech.

It's time to concede the obvious: childhood obesity is a marketing-related disease, so stop marketing to children. Americans will respect you if you accept responsibility, and the consequences, for years of wrongdoing. Ignore this warning and you'll end up battling Congress and state legislatures, courts, school boards and town halls--a pariah, stripped of its privileges, and hamstrung in ways you may not yet be able to imagine.

Which road will you choose?

(Have to go to the library for)
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Publishers are responding to the childhood obesity epidemic, but are parents listening? 

More than nine million American children and adolescents are overweight and at increased risk for developing high cholesterol, high blood pressure and Type 2 diabetes. It's a scary fact, but a big opportunity for publishers, who are filling their lists with guides for parents on keeping kids healthy and active; titles on treating obesity; and books on living with diabetes. Though consumers have shown lackluster interest in the titles so far, the size and seriousness of the childhood obesity epidemic suggests the subject just might spawn the next big parenting bestseller.

According to a projection by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the percentage of children between the ages of six and 11 who are overweight doubled between 1976 and 2002; among kids between 13 and 19, the percentage tripled in those years. Today, a shocking 16% of all Americans age six to 19 are overweight. Linked to these statistics is the fact that one in three children born in the U.S. five years ago are expected to become diabetic in their lifetimes (the forecast is even gloomier for Latinos: one in every two). While Type 1 diabetes is believed to stem from genetic factors, and Type 2 is also tied to genetics, the latter can, in many cases, be delayed and possibly prevented through exercise and weight loss.

So the market's there. The question is: Can publishers can find a book with the right combination of sensible advice, approachable tone and, perhaps most importantly, marketability?

The Obesity Problem 
The editors at Wiley's For Dummies imprint think they may have a breakout book in Conquering Childhood Obesity For Dummies by Kimberly A. Tessmer, Michelle Hagen and Meghan Beecher, which they'll publish in July. "Overweight babies, children and adolescents have a 70% chance of becoming overweight adults. Based on this staggering information, we felt the need for a book under our brand," says Tracy Boggier, acquisitions editor for the consumer Dummies group. The publisher released Diabetes for Dummies in 1999, and followed that with a second edition in 2004.

Joyce Pepple, acquisitions director for the consumer Dummies group, agrees there are challenges to publishing books in the children's health arena. "When there's a hot topic, a lot of people are interested in publishing into it," But she believes she has a unique product. "The Dummies brand is very compelling. It's making information that people need accessible to them, solving their problems, making them successful."

One book that will compete with the Dummies title is A Parent's Guide to Childhood Obesity: A Roadmap to Health, edited by Sandra Hassink. The American Academy of Pediatrics will publish the book in paper in August with a 10,000-copy first print run. Mark Grimes, director of the AAP's department of marketing and publications, observes that "One of the biggest challenges to publishing books on child health and well-being overall is finding experts who have access to authoritative information and presenting that information with a style and tone that is informative, balanced [and] reassuring."

Along similar lines is Prometheus's entry into the field: Child Obesity: A Parent's Guide to a Fit, Trim, and Happy Child, by Goutham Rao, M.D. Also a paperback, the book is being published this month with an announced first printing of 15,000. Executive editor Linda Greenspan Regan is clear about the book's goal: "We oppose the idea of hype. This book does not promise a magic bullet for overcoming this serious problem. Rather, it promotes understanding the causes and how to overcome it in a sensible, practical and safe way, based on the latest studies."

Stopping Obesity Before It Starts 
While genetics play a role in how people get diabetes, in many cases individual behavior--i.e., taking care of one's body with proper nutrition and exercise--can delay and possibly prevent the disease. Nutrition is one of the biggest categories within the children's health arena, not surprisingly became neglecting it can result in a host of problems in addition to diabetes.

Annabel Karmel is probably the biggest name publishing in the children's nutrition field this season; the British author with 14 bestsellers to her name came stateside with Favorite Family Meals, which Atria published last month. Three more of Karmel's titles--100 Top Baby Purees, Superfoods for Babies and Children and Annabel Karmel's Complete Party Planner--will ship later this year (it's the first time the publisher has released four books by one nonfiction author within a year). Karmel's philosophy is that the one element parents can control that can determine their children's health is what they eat. Mediagenic and possessing a stack of magazine clips--from publications ranging from Hello! to the Times to BBC Good Food--the author is a shoo-in for American TV and magazines; she's already lined up features in Child magazine, Real Simple, Woman's Day and Working Mother.

Other media-savvy authors with their eye on children's nutrition and childhood obesity are publishing books this spring and summer, too. One is Claudia González, whose Gordito Doesn't Mean Healthy: What Every Latina Mother Needs to Know to Raise Fit, Happy, Healthy Kids is due from from Berkley in April. González is a Miami dietician who writes on health and nutrition issues for Univision Online, MiDieta.com and Shape en Español, and has appeared on CNN, CNN en Español and other news programs (see sidebar, p. 53). Another is "renegade lunch lady" Ann Cooper, a frequent speaker on healthy school lunches who collaborates with such organizations as Alice Waters's Chez Panisse Foundation and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation's IATP Fellows program. HarperCollins will publish Cooper's Lunch Lessons: Changing the Way We Feed Our Children in August.

Lesser-known experts are also presenting books to help parents keep kids on a healthy track, starting with Ronni Litz Julien, whose What Should I Feed My Kids? will be published by New Page Books in April, While Julien may not pull Karmel or González's weight in media spots, she does make regular public appearances to speak out on nutrition in Miami, where she lives.

Other forthcoming titles encompass children's nutrition as well as other aspects of raising healthy kids. Among them are Complete Guide to Family Health by Paul C. Reisser, M.D., which Tyndale/Focus on the Family will publish in April; Superfoods for Children by Michael Van Straten and Barbara Griggs, which DK will bring out in June; Caring for Kids: The Complete Guide to Children's Health, edited by Norman Saunders and Jeremy Friedman, coming from Firefly in April; and Just Two More Bites! Helping Picky Eaters Say Yes to Food by Linda Pierre, a July release from Three Rivers Press.

Creeping into the Mainstream 
Diabetes has long been considered a quiet scourge in American public health circles; it doesn't receive the fanfare bestowed on more high-profile afflictions like lung cancer or AIDS. That may be because diabetes, on its own, is not fatal. But its symptoms and complications certainly can be: if diabetes is not controlled, it can lead to problems with blood pressure, circulation and the kidneys. It's estimated that 151,000 children in the U.S. have diabetes, and the disease is appearing with such frequency that it could actually lower the average life expectancy of Americans for the first time in more than a century. Still, says Abe Ogden, managing editor of the book publishing arm of the American Diabetes Association, "A lot of people don't take diabetes very seriously."

Yet diabetes and its possible causes are serious problems. In January, the New York Times ran a series of articles on diabetes in New York (the city has seen the number of diabetics swell by 140% in the last decade). It followed up with a related story, "Playtime at the Health Club" (Jan. 22), noting the fitness industry's increased interest in the children's market thanks to "an epidemic of overweight children," As the Times articles and others point out, obese children not only endure teasing and social shunning by their peers, but are also susceptible to debilitating diseases.

While Ogden attributes the rise in the number of diabetes diagnoses partially to new screening techniques and heightened vigilance, he also believes children have become more at risk. "Lifestyle is a big part of it," he says. "There are things you can do to either prevent or, more than likely, delay the disease." Even if a child has diabetes, he adds, "eating right, exercising and taking medication will reduce the chances that you'll have complications."

The ADA will publish 101 Tips for Raising Healthy Kids with Diabetes by Patricia Geil and Laura Hieronymus in June. The book, which is aimed predominantly at patents of children with Type 1 diabetes, features a section for parents answering questions they may have not asked their doctor, such as "Is diabetes contagious?" Ogden says the first printing will be between 5,000 and 10,000 copies. "The audience isn't that big," he admits. "You have 20 million people with diabetes, but only 5% have Type 1. Unfortunately, that pool seems to be growing, so that might change in a few years."

Ogden explains the typical book-buying cycle for a diabetes patient by referring to an "inverted camel's hump." As soon as a person (or his or her child) is diagnosed, he or she saturates themselves with information, buying a number of books on diabetes, "Then [their interest] dips down," he notes, until "maybe 10 years later, when they have complications, and they go back" to seek out information again.

Other publishers with new books for kids on diabetes include Scarecrow Press, a member of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group. In May the Lanham, Md., house will publish the paperback edition of Katherine J. Moran's Diabetes: The Ultimate Teen Guide. The book is part of Scarecrow's 15-part It Happened to Me series, and, according to acquisitions editor Kim Tabor, "is written in teen speak," with chapter titles like "What Is This Diabetes Anyway?" and "The Freedom of Pumping!" (insulin, that is). Despite Tabor's enthusiasm, however, the first printing is even lower than that of the ADA's forthcoming book for children: Tabor estimates it to be around 1,500 to 2,500 copies.

And Now for the Bad News 
Publishers seem to unanimously agree that childhood nutrition, obesity and diabetes are important subjects that they need to address--as do parenting magazines and news weeklies, which run endless streams of stories on the subjects. Yet, say booksellers, parents aren't buying.

Kris Kleindienst, owner of Left Bank Books in St. Louis, Mo., confirms that she has seen an increase in titles on managing children's weight. But, she says, "Unscientifically, so far, I have not seen an increase in sales." Linda Bubon, co-owner of Women & Children First in Chicago, concurs: "We don't stock a lot of books on the subject, and I haven't fielded a lot of requests for books about it." There's a similar story coming from the chains: Borders public relations manager Beth Bingham says, "Although the topics have been prevalent in the media, this has not translated into a surge in sales on books about these subjects." She notes that media coverage doesn't often make mention of books on the subject.

Left Bank's Kleindienst thinks it's a matter of "the tight book with the tight media at the right time. Like Oprah or something, to sort of bless a book or anoint the topic." She does stock a few books on childhood obesity and diabetes, for when a shopper comes in looking for a book their doctor or therapist recommends. But overall, she says, "They're not impulse buys."

Meanwhile, the market for adult books on nutrition is booming. Perhaps the thinking goes that if Mom has purchased a book to help her alter her own eating habits, she's feeding her kids healthy food as a result and therefore doesn't need one just for kids, There's also the possibility, as Kleindienst notes, that parents are incredibly busy: "Reading a book, let alone doing everything it entails, is just impossible." She continues, "I think this obesity issue is so complicated, and I think that the parents are overwhelmed and possibly in denial." All of which could mean fat profits for publishers who can help parents feel a little less overwhelmed by the issue.
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7. Active youth a recipe for success

Youth in Oakville spend more time in front of the TV than in the classroom. 
The city's next mayor needs to get them moving, says the runner-up on the Toronto Star-Empire Club speech contest
Nov. 2, 2006. 07:03 PM

JULIE HARMGARDT

THOMAS A. BLAKELOCK HIGH SCHOOL, OAKVILLE

My name is Julie Harmgardt and I’m 16 years old. 

The last time I checked that meant I was too young to vote. But, that doesn’t mean I’m too young to care. 

Firstly, I want to let you in on a little secret: In case you haven’t already guessed, I’m not a world famous chef. I’m actually not even really good at cooking. 

I’m just your average Grade 11 teenager. So that may lead you to wonder why I’m here to share a recipe with you. Bare with me, and you’ll soon understand. 

It’s not a secret recipe. Actually, it’s been widely publicized in communities all across Canada. 

Don’t worry, it’s not full of those exotic ingredients you never seem to have. In fact, I’m sure you have them all within arm’s reach. 

Now pay close attention, here we go:

  Thousands of Oakville children 

  One high-definition TV 

  Five new release movies 

  Six popular video games 

  One 2 GB computer 

  One high-speed Internet connection 

  One cellphone with unlimited evenings and weekends 

Combine all of the ingredients for many years, until thoroughly mixed. Cook on a back burner for several more. 

Voilà! There you have it; the recipe for overweight, under-active Oakville youth, whose focus on technology and lack of exercise leads to obesity, health risks, poor sleep habits, falling grades and even an increase in crime rates. 

Sounds frightening, doesn’t it? Well, that’s why something must be done. 

I’m imploring you, Mayor (Ann) Mulvale, put a plan in action today so that Oakville’s young people won’t fall victim to this terrible fate. 

Nowadays, everyone is preaching the importance of exercise in reducing anxiety and depression, acknowledging that physical activity increases self-esteem and academic performance. Tell me something I haven’t heard! 

Do you realize that upon graduation, students have spent more time in front of a TV screen than in a classroom? 

Oakville should implement a program that would allow free recreational access for youth up to the age of 21. 

Now, I’m not talking just the regular pool, skating rink and fitness centre. It’s time for a little innovative thinking - after all it is the 21st century. 

Youth all across Canada think their communities are boring. So why not offer Oakvillians something new and exciting? A wave pool or a glow-in-the-dark ultimate Frisbee league would be fun. Or perhaps, an archery facility for budding Robin Hoods or an indoor cycling track for wannabe Lance Armstrongs. Complex obstacle courses would surely make youth take up the <I<SURVIVOR< i>challenge. 

Still skeptical? Listen to these stats:

  Forty-eight per cent of Canadian kids, aged 8 to 15, have their own TV and 35 per cent have their own VCR. Twenty-six per cent have their own computer hooked up to the Internet, and twenty-two per cent have their own cellphones by Grade 10. Depressing, don’t you think? 

So, Mayor Mulvale, the future health and emotional well-being of Oakville’s youth is in your hands. 

Will you and council send us on a path of inactivity and boredom? Or can we count on Oakville to focus on the needs of its young citizens? 

And in closing, remember this scary thought: one day, we’ll all be old enough to vote.
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With child obesity a fast-growing problem, schools are leading the fight 

It ought to make parents cringe. A major study released on Sept. 30 reports that 9 million school-age children are obese. That's 15% of all kids in the classroom. It gets worse. The study, conducted by the independent Institute of Medicine (IOM), goes on to report that the prevalence of obese children age 6 to 11 is three times as high as 30 years ago, while obesity rates among preschoolers and teenagers have doubled. An estimated 80% of these children will go on to be obese adults, with all the attendant health problems.

Congress has taken note. It asked the IOM, part of the National Academy of Sciences, to prepare the report, which carries the proactive title Preventing Childhood Obesity: Health in the Balance. But don't expect Washington to take concrete action against this epidemic anytime soon. The feds are doing almost nothing to rein in food advertising to children, require better nutritional labeling, or fund physical education. And the IOM pulled its punches, calling on the President to seek "a high-level task force" -- usually a recipe for inaction.

In an ideal world it would be up to parents to see to it that their kids eat properly. But given that some 30% of U.S. adults are also obese, parents are part of the problem. What's more, even parents who are striving to instill good eating habits at home are fighting an uphill battle against the food industry's TV-marketing juggernaut. That's why if change is to occur, it will more likely start in the place where kids spend most of their time -- in school. Says Kelly D. Brownell, director of Yale University's Center for Eating & Weight Disorders: "Legislators tend to be on the side of the food industry on this one. But there are local actions all around the country that are making a difference."

U.S. Surgeon General Richard H. Carmona is pushing local solutions. On Sept. 29 he released a survey of some 2,000 organizations around the country that are tackling childhood obesity, so parents and community leaders will know where to turn for solutions. Several regions are taking the lead: Last year, Arkansas banned all vending machines from its schools and now requires that every student have their weight evaluated and reported to parents. Los Angeles and Philadelphia have barred sales of junk food and soda in all public schools, and New Jersey is proposing a similar ban.

New York City, with the nation's largest school system, is using its clout to extract concessions from the food industry. "We serve 860,000 meals a day," says David Berkowitz, who runs the school food program. "Because we're so large, we can ask manufacturers to reduce the fat and sodium content." In 2003, New York cut the fat content of lunches served at school by 30% and started offering free breakfasts to every student, ensuring they start the day right.

Schools still need to do far more to ensure kids work off those lunches. The IOM reports that budget cutbacks have fallen heavily on physical education, with only 8% of elementary schools, 6.4% of middle schools, and 5.8% of high schools providing daily physical education. Yet a Rand Corp. study released in September found that providing five hours of PE a week to kindergartners would cut the prevalence of obesity in girls in that grade -- currently 10% -- by nearly half.

Communities can also demand that PE be treated as more than a marginal school pursuit. The light has already dawned in Mississippi, which has the highest rate of obesity in the nation -- 26% of all adults. Starting this year, all public schools in the state are required to offer physical education; it hadn't been mandatory for over a decade.

The obesity problem is a time bomb that needs to be defused. According to the IOM report, an estimated 30% of boys and 40% of girls are at risk to develop Type 2 diabetes at some point in their lives. "Kids don't make decisions on their own," says Dr. Jeffrey P. Koplan of Emory University, chair of the IOM team that produced the obesity report. "We have to provide an environment that allows families to choose a healthier lifestyle." That's a message that cannot wait for a White House task force.
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The number of children over age six who are obese, triple the number in the 1970s.

Data: Institute of Medicine
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