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Soda: So long, & so what?
The deal recently announced by the Alliance for a Healthier Generation and soda manufacturers to remove most soda from the nation’s public schools is welcome news.  
Some doubtless object, thinking the deal curtails personal choice and liberties.  But there is nothing new in that.  We have long adopted policies to protect the health of children rather than leaving all choices to them.  Otherwise, alcohol and tobacco, both legally available to adults, would be available to children, too.  If the general principle here is that when a threat to the health of children is recognized, responsible adults take actions to contain it, there is no reason not to apply it consistently.


One might argue that soda consumption in school does not qualify as such a threat; that it is not established as a cause of obesity, and that banning it will not fix the problem.  Admittedly, the science to refute either contention is slim.  But a common sense rebuttal is robust.  Soda is full of calories, and devoid of nutrient value.  The calories in soda are either in addition to all other calories kids would otherwise consume, or instead of some of them.  

If soda calories are an addition, then soda contributes to obesity- because an excess of calories is what causes weight gain.  If the empty calories in soda are a substitute for calories from other sources that offer some nutrient value, then soda reduces dietary quality.  Either way, less soda is a good thing. 


Removing soda from schools will not fix epidemic childhood obesity, any more than a single sandbag holds back rising flood waters.  But stack enough sandbags, and floods can be contained.  Adopt enough health-promoting policies, and so can a flood of calories.  Soda in school is part of a big, obesigenic problem; this deal is a small part of the solution. 


The new policy calls for the removal of all soda from public elementary and middle schools in the US over the next two years.  These schools will sell only water, juice and low-fat milk. The rules are different in high schools, where diet soda and sports drinks may still be sold.  Published reports by the American Beverage Association indicate that sales of such drinks have been on the rise in high schools, while sales of regular soda- still the most popular choice- are declining.  So soda companies may be catching a wave here, rather than creating one.

And the momentum generating that wave does not come only from the evolving preferences of kids.  Many school districts around the country are adopting policies to ban both soda and junk foods.  Increasingly, such policies are expressed in the form of legislation covering entire states.  Connecticut has just joined these ranks, and set the bar rather high.  All soda, diet and regular, as well as sports drinks will be banished from all public schools in the state.  
According to a report by the non-profit group, Environment & Human Health, Inc., virtually no elementary schools and very few middle schools around the country sell soda (http://www.ehhi.org/reports/obesity/summary.htm) at present.  So while the deal brokered by the Alliance for a Healthier Generation is certainly a good thing, we must consider that the beverage industry may have made smaller concessions than first meet the eye, and gone along to benefit from the lesser of two evils.  The soda companies were fast approaching the choice to lead, follow, or get out of the way of legislation far more restrictive than the deal just reached.  Perhaps a bit of good PR will forestall even more restrictive policies.

More restrictive policies would be justified.  There is virtually no evidence that diet sodas help with weight control, and evidence from animal research that they may do just the opposite.  My particular concern is that artificial sweeteners used in such drinks, which are 300 to 600 times as sweet as sugar, foster a “sweet tooth” that makes weight control less rather than more likely.  
Certainly the sale of sports drinks in high schools is questionable.  Sports drinks are only slightly less concentrated sources of calories and sugar than sodas.  And while they may truly offer some unique rehydrating benefits during elite athletic efforts, it’s hard to imagine that the walk from math class to social studies qualifies as such.  
What may be most important about the soda deal is that the beverage industry sees removing soda from schools as a good PR move.  It says something about increasing public concern for childhood obesity, and increasing interest in doing something about it.  And it hints at our power.
The ultimate power over food policies resides not with the soda companies, nor with President Clinton’s alliance.  It resides with a nation of parents.   We, and our children, are the consumers of soda- and everything else.  We may at times feel hapless victims of the food supply.  But what foods and drinks are made, and where they are sold, is all about keeping us -the customer- satisfied.  We should not be satisfied until everything served in the schools our taxes support, supports the well being of our children.
But we should not let perfect be made the enemy of good, either.  So I extend my thanks- as a health care professional and parent- to the Alliance for a Healthier Generation for brokering a good deal.  I just look forward to the next one.
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