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MEMO FROM MFJ

As the Junk-Food World Turns

Our children and grand-
children are growing up in
a junk-food world. To an
extent that would have been
unimaginable in the 1950s
or earlier, kids are being
encouraged to eat unhealthy
foods.

Especially outside Quebec
(where all ads aimed at chil-
dren under 13 have been banned since 1980),
TV commercials, Web sites, and ads urge kids
to eat candy, salty snacks, sugary cereals, and
soft drinks. Fast-food restaurants and vend-
ing machines are plopped down wherever
kids and their parents are likely to be—shop-
ping malls, sports arenas, and even schools.

Compounding the problem, notes Carleton
University professor Charlene Elliott, is that
some of the same companies that market
healthy foods to adults sell a parallel array of
junk for kids. And kids’ “fun food” packages
are often festooned with beloved cartoon
characters like SpongeBob and other bait.

It should come as no surprise that only
a tiny percentage of Canadian children eat
enough fruits and vegetables. Millions of kids
are eating white bread instead of whole grain,
drinking pop instead of water, and consum-
ing far more calories, sodium, sugar, and
saturated and trans fat than they should.

And it shows...first in obesity, then in dia-
betes. (It will take longer for the heart attacks
and strokes to start appearing.)

For decades, many nutritionists insisted
that “there is no such thing as a good or bad
food.” Finally, that obsolete idea has been
given an official burial by the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Medicine.

In April, the institute issued guidelines on
which foods are healthy enough to be sold in
schools outside of the official breakfasts and
lunches. The list includes fruits, vegetables,
whole grains, low-fat dairy, water, low-fat or
skim milk, and modest portions of 100 per
cent fruit juice. With minor exceptions, it
excludes most chocolate bars, fried chips, soft
drinks, and sports drinks. All foods on the list
had to meet limits for bad fats, salt, and sugars.

Canadian officials would do kids a great
service by adopting those guidelines. What'’s

more, federal, provincial, and local officials
who care about children’s health should
ensure that schools have enough funding to
reduce their unhealthy reliance on revenues
from junk-food sales.

For a generation, Quebec politicians have
tried to protect preteens from advertising
because it takes advantage of their impres-
sionable minds. Yet after studying childhood
obesity for nine months, the House of Com-
mons Standing Committee on Health urged
the Federal Government to only study the
Quebec ban.

Will politicians resort to any excuse to fur-
ther stall sensible measures like federal NDP
MP Peter Julian’s Quebec-styled bill, which
would shield preteens from the incessant
barrage of commercial exhortations to eat,
drink, and be idle?

For their part, health officials and activ-
ists have been ratcheting up the pressure. For
instance, the Centre for Science in the Public
Interest (the non-profit publisher of Nutri-
tion Action) and others have been negotiating
with Kellogg and threatening to sue Viacom
(owner of the Nickelodeon cable channel and
characters like SpongeBob) to get them to
stop marketing junk food to kids.

It’s not enough for politicians to fawn over
fast-food and candy companies that make
vague promises to promote health and physi-
cal fitness. To send a message urging your
MP to support Julian’s bill, click on “Fax your
MP” at cspinet.org/canada.

With your help, we can make changes
that lead to healthier diets and, of course,
healthier kids.

/hihe Qacotom

Michael F. Jacobson, Ph.D.
Executive Director
Centre for Science in the Public Interest

Correction
In the April cover story, we mistakenly implied
that incomplete proteins in plant foods are a
problem for vegans. In fact, as long as vegans get
enough protein and calories, they don’t need to
combine foods to get complete proteins.

The contents of NAH are not intended
to provide medical advice, which should be
obtained from a qualified health professional.
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The next issue of
Nutrition Action Healthletter
will be a combined
July/August issue.

It should be in your mailbox
by late July.
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