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Fiddlin’ With the Farm Bill While Our Children’s Health Burns
The 2007 Farm Bill remains under debate in the U.S. Congress, with prospects for passage increasingly dim. This statement obscures what’s really going on: A culture war about how nearly $300 billion of taxpayer money is spent to influence what you, I, and our kids have to eat. My main concern is for our children.

You may already know the farm bill is largely devised to meet the needs and satisfy the interests of powerful agriculture and food industry elements. Trade associations put their lobbying muscle behind subsidies for growing certain crops, such as corn, and for not growing others. The farm bill has a lot to do with the low price of processed foods, which deliver copious amounts of high-fructose corn syrup (subsidized), for example, and the relatively high price of fresh produce (unsubsidized).

But the farm bill also sets guidelines for the foods made available to children in school. In that areNa, what is under debate is an update to the Child Nutrition Act of 1966. Yes, folks, you heard correctly. There is actually debate on the pros and cons of updating nutrition guidelines that are over 40 years old.  The kids for whom these nutrition guidelines were first written have grandkids of their own by now!

The current school nutrition amendment to the farm bill would impose restrictions on the quality and portion sizes of school foods. Sodas, for example would be eliminated from elementary schools. The fat, saturated fat, sugar, sodium, and calorie content of side dishes and snacks would be limited to correspond roughly with standards in the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans.  These reforms are both needed and reasonable, and thankfully have their champions in Congress.

But if anything, they don’t go far enough.  Even if the reforms were adopted, sports drinks would still be available in high schools. Less restrictive standards would potentially apply to foods sold outside the “reimbursable meal” program. And the reforms would not be required until 2011. Consequently, most advocates for children’s health see the compromise measures in the bill as better than nothing- but certainly not yet enough to place schools in the vanguard of healthful nutrition. Isn’t that exactly where the schools that feed our kids belong?  
As a public health pragmatist, I often note that perfect should not be made the enemy of good. Doing what we can to improve health is better than insisting on pie-in-the-sky policies.  

But when it comes to the basic care and feeding of our children, I think it’s appropriate to be pretty fussy. Consider that when the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 was written, there was no obesity epidemic.  Fast food was a novelty. There were no video games, and no videos for that matter; no Internet, and no personal computers. Schools reliably offered recess and Physical Education.
And only adults got adult-onset diabetes. 

In the span of a generation, due to decreasing activity levels, increasing portion sizes, and the mass adulteration of our food supply - propagated in no small measure by the predecessors of the farm bill now under debate - we have transformed what once was an occasional disease of mid-life - adult-onset diabetes - into an increasingly common pediatric scourge. Type 2 diabetes now stalks those elementary school populations we are debating how to feed. 
If we fed our children optimally, got them up and moving a bit more often, we could banish this intruder. Of all the common risk factors for heart disease, diabetes is perhaps most potent.  So much so that expert guidelines for heart attack prevention in adults call for treating patients with diabetes just like patients who have had a heart attack already.  


Adult onset diabetes in children, then, means nothing less than the threat of heart disease by adolescence. 

As we chew on half-hearted measures to improve the farm bill, we should choke on the fact that the hearts of our children are in jeopardy.  

Acts that harm or kill a child quickly are crimes of the gravest caliber. Acts that harm or kill children slowly are business-as-usual national nutrition policies.  Can there really be any debate about the need for that to change?
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