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Good Afternoon.  I am Bruce Silverglade.  Everyone loves getting the last word so I am, of course, happy to be the last speaker.  I know everyone has had a long day, so I promise to be short and to the point.  As we proceeded through each of the sessions today, I made notes on conclusions that we may take away from this conference:  Here are seven of them:

1. Combating obesity has become an essential public health measure.  Obesity is a time bomb, waiting to explode, especially among our children.  We must act now, on the basis of available evidence, to take steps to protect our health.

2. Obesity is not merely a matter of individual responsibility.  Such suggestions are naive and simplistic.  In a political context, they are an excuse for non-action.  Rather than focusing on individual responsibility, we must look at the total food environment – the pervasiveness of junk food advertising, the inadequacy of food labeling, food availability, food pricing, school foods, and the lack of adequate mass communication programs.

3. Indeed, some aspects of the hostile food environment are actually created by government.  Agricultural subsidies and commodity promotion programs in the U.S. are a good example.  In addition, as was noted today, the U.S. Federal Trade Commission proposed to ban junk food adverting to children in 1978, but later withdrew the proposal and Congress restricted the agency’s authority to act in the future.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture tried to limit the sale of junk foods in schools in the early 1980s, but that regulation was thrown out after a court challenge by the National Soft Drink Association.  Dairy farmers convinced the U.S. Congress to require schools to offer full-fat milk in the school lunch program.  The FDA has failed to require the disclosure of refined sugar on the U.S. nutrition label and allows low-fat claims for foods high in added sugars.  Not surprisingly, we have had an increase in obesity rates since that time.

4. Government policies have been part of the problem and now must be part of the solution.  The personal responsibility approach has been tried by the Bush administration in the United Sates and has failed miserably – the U.S. has one of the highest obesity rates in the world.  In short, I would be suspicious of any advice from the country that invented Coca-Cola, fast food, and Twinkies and then says it is up to the individual to take personal responsibility for their own health.  

5. Self-regulation is inefficient and ineffective.  It is nice that McDonalds is now offering salads at its reatatuants, but as the draft World Health Organization (WHO) Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity, and Health report has noted, fast food chains must reduce the fat, salt and sugar content of their regular line of menu items.  This is clearly possible.  There is more sodium in the hamburger bun at McDonalds, than in the French fries.  Sodium levels could clearly be reduced and fat content could be improved.  Interestingly, the chain has stopped frying French fries in trans fatty acids in some countries, but not in all places around the world.  Similarly, it is great that Coke has agreed to remove branding messages from its vending machines in schools in the UK, but why has the company not agreed to take this action in the U.S.?  Perhaps it is because Coke realized that the government of the UK is serious about regulation while the U.S. government clearly is not.

6. No one measure by itself, whether it is a ban on food advertising directed at kids, or a requirement for nutrition labeling, will do the job.  Such measures must rather be part of a comprehensive public health strategy dealing with the overall food environment that leads to unhealthy eating.

7. While food and tobacco are different, we have learned from the tobacco regulation experience that there are a number of successful public policy approaches than can be taken to change public attitudes and decrease the consumption of unhealthful foods.


We must act now.  In the short run, at the end of this month, the WHO needs to receive comments in support of its draft Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity, and Health.  Please send in comments and urge your government to comment as well.  This is the first battle line that we must cross, and we must win this battle at the WHO if we are to move forward.


In the longer term, we should use the WHO Global Strategy as a blueprint for actions by governments.  Future conferences should address specific areas such as how agricultural subsidies and taxes influence food choices.


I would like to thank the speakers today – they were truly excellent, the translators, TACD, and the European Commission for helping support this effort.  I look forward to speaking with all of you at the dinner this evening.  
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