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School Food, Public Policy,
and Strategies for Change

Marion Nestle

. at the heart of issues related to equality in our society. Americans live in a

pluralistic society. For democracy to work, the interests of constituencies

must be appropriately balanced. School food is about the balance between
corporate interests and those of advocates for children’s health.

The nutritional health of American children has changed during this cen-
tury, improving dramatically in some ways, but not in others. In the early
1900s, the principal health problems among children were infectious diseases
made worse by diets limited in calories and nutrients. As the economy im-
proved, and as more was learned about nutritional needs, manufacturers forti-
fied foods with key nutrients, the government started school feeding programs,
and the results were a decline in nutrient deficiency conditions. That severe
undernutrition has now virtually disappeared among American children can
bhe counted as one of the great public health achievements of the twentieth
century. For the great majority of American children, the problem of not hav
ing enough food has been solved. Whether children are eating the right food
is anothet matter. ,

Indeed, the most important nutritional problem among children. today is
obesity—a consequence of eating too much food, rather than too kittle. Obesity
rates are rising rapidly among children and adolescents, especially those who
are African-American or Hispanic. The health consequences also are rising:

School food is a “hot button” issue, and it well deserves to be. It lies right
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high levels of serum cholesterol, blood pressure, and “adult-onset” diabetes.
This increase has oceurred in response to complex societal, economic, deme.
graphic, and environmental changes that have reduced physical activity and
promoted greater intake of foods high in calories but not necessarily high ip
nutrients,

This shift—from too little to too much food—has created 5 dilemma for the
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), other federal agencies, and
many of my fellow nutritionists, Since its inception, the USDA has had two
missions: to promote American agricultural products and to advise the public
about how best to use those products. The school lunch program derived pre-

nutrients—meat, dairy, fried foods, soft drinks, and potato chips. USDA was
then faced with the problem of continuing to promote use of such foods while
asking the public to eat less of them—a dilemma that continues to the present
day. '

For the federal government to suggest that anyone eat less of any food
does not play well in our political environment; such suggestions hurt sales.
This matters, because we vastly overproduce food in this country—a secret
seemingly known only to analysts in the Economic Research Service. The av-
“rage per capita supply of calories available from food produced in the United
States—plus imports, fess exports—is 3,900 per day for every man, woman, and
child, more than twice what is needed on average. These are food availability
figures and they cover food wasted, fed to pets, and fats used for frying, but
they have gone up by 600 calories since 1970 and are more than sufficient to
account for rising rates of obesity among adults and children. The point here
is that overproduction makes for a highly competitive food supply. People can
only eat so much. So to sell [Ore, companies must get us to eat their foods
rather than those of competitors, or to eat more, thereby encouraging us to
become obese, '

The stakes are very high. Food is a $1.3 trillion annual business, with the
vast percentage of profits going to addedwvalue products rather than basic
commodities. It pays to turn wheat into sugared breakfast cereals, or potatoes
into chips. Farmers get only a small share—18% or so—of the consumer’s food
dollar, less for vegetables, fruits, and grains than for meat and dairy. So there
is a big incentive to marketers to make food products with cheap raw ingredi.-



cereals, pizza, salty snacks, and soft drinks.
Food companjes say they are not responsible for the changes in society

ety, they are also Jess independent. From the age of eight on, my friends and I
could and did take New York subways by ourselves, a leve] of independence
utterly inconceivable today. Parents want their kids to make independent
choices whenever they can, and foods are perfect opportunities for such deci-
ston-making, which is just what marketers wang.

Of course, what kids are doing instead of taking subways is watching food
commercials on TV or on the Internet. Advertisers quite unapologetically dj.
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less of any food, and the school meal programs still reflect the dua] goals of
their origin. My recommendation would be to enter into partnership with ¢
Depattment of Health and Human Services and the Department of Education
to develop an interagency alliance for a national school health campaign fo.
cused on obesity prevention using the Healthy People 2010 goals as a starting
point.

What particularly disturbs me about commercial intrusions into schogl
meals is that they are so unnecessary. Schools are perfectly capable of produc-
ing nutritionally sound foods that taste good and are enthustastically cop.
sumed by students as well as teachers. From my own observations, a healthy
school meals program (in every sense of the word) requires just three elements.
a committed food service director, a supportive principal, and devoted par-
ents. It just seems so obvious that the funre of cur nation demands each of
these elements to be in place in every one of the 95,000 schools in the coun-
try. These are, after all, our children.

There needs to be one place in society where children feel that their needs
‘come firstnot their future as consumers. In American society today, schools
are the only option. That's why every aspect of school food matrers so much
and is worth Every minute spent to promote and protect its integrity.



