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A vegetable garden has taken root and
new policy and wellness leaders are in
place—promising indicators that change

has come to Washington and that

improving the nation’s health is a priority.
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Nutrition Issues
Rise to the National Stage

By Juliann Schaeffer

rom healthcare reform to the trials and errors of

fixing an ailing economy, Washington'’s plate is full of

puzzles in need of political problem solvers. But even

though diabetes and heart disease hurdles may not

grab headlines as frequently as job woes, there's
reason to believe the Obama administration has nutrition on
its mind, too. While specifics are still coming down the pike,
the president and Congress are taking notice of the food and
nutrition world.

“President Obama is the first president we know of who has
spoken about the importance of the dietitian in
preventive health strategies. He's talked about
nutrition in numerous events as he has
described health policies and programs. That
bodes well for issues that dietitians care about.
On Capitol Hill, too, many members are inter-
ested in nutrition and willing to invest time to
develop stronger policies and programs,” says
Tracy Wilczek, MS, RD, LD, chair of the Amer-
ican Dietetic Association’s (ADA] Legislative and
Public Policy Committee.

And more than ever, Wilczek says RDs are
making sure their voices are heard: "ADA has
a long history of working in the policy realm—
in the states and in Washington. We have a
vibrant grassroots program. This year, we had

record participation in our Public Policy Workshop [PPW]—
roughly 10 times the usual 500 attendees signed up for and
signed into PPW. So we know that dietitians are interested in
policy and found a way to get involved through the ADA.”

“Obama has on more than one occasion mentioned the
impartance of nutrition—from the role of dietitians in health-
care and in the context of managing diabetes to the eating
habits of his own family. That is a significant step forward in my
opinion,” says Mary Lee Watts, MPH, RD, director of science
and public affairs at the American Society for Nutrition.

It's hard to say what concrete conclusions
will come; however, many nutrition profes-
sionals are hopeful that there’s good nutrition
news on the horizon.

A Garden of Opportunity

First Lady Michelle Obama made headlines
in March by planting a vegetable garden on the
White House's South Lawn. And although recent
reports that the garden tested positive for
elevated lead levels (93 ppm, whereas the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency cites dangerous
lead levels above 400 ppm] stirred up some
concern, there’'s no doubt the self-proclaimed
mome-in-chief is making healthy eating habits
one of her talking points nationwide.

TO BY PETE SOUZA
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An ever-present bowl of apples
sits on a table in the Oval Office.

® 2009 TODAY'S DIETITIAN
All Rights Reserved.

Page 3 of 7

Account: 26107 (902)
-L457

For reprints or rights, please contact the publisher



TODAY'S DIETITIAN

Date:
Location:

Circulation (DMA):
Type (Frequency):

Page:
Keyword:

Thursday, October 01, 2009

SPRING CITY, PA
22,000 (N/A)
Magazine (M)
1,24,25,26,28,30....
Susan Burke March

I

$1 19 $1 38 - ma,«zm@c

A

ir
I

i

7
/.

/

/4

pe=c
— QFFICIAL WHITE HOUSE PHOTO BY PETE SQUZA

President Barack Obama eats a peach following a town hall meeting at Kroger‘s Supermarket in Bristol, Va.

While many RDs agree that one garden won't fix the United
States’ obesity epidemic in one fell swoop, Susan Burke
March, MS, RD, LD/N, CDE, who practices in Flagler Beach,
Fla., says it symbolizes a wholesome hope for the future of
Americans’ health. “Encouraging and supporting kids and
families to eat more fruits and vegetables is enlightened.
Although one garden won't change the nutrition profile for
many, it's a symbolic gesture that gives hope for educated
leadership and stronger financial incentives for growers of
more than corn and sugar,” she says.

“The first family is setting an important example with their
garden—not just the importance of fresh, local produce but
also teaching their daughters to eat well through the garden
experience. | hope it will be such a great example that schools
will go the same way as the Washington, D.C., schools that are
helping with the White House garden,” says Susan Roberts,
PhD, a professor of nutrition and psychiatry at Tufts University
and author of The Instinct Diet. “Just seeing that garden there
and having the first family talk about what is growing puts
vegetables and fruits on the agenda.”

Watts has high hopes that the garden will inspire Ameri-
cans to get growing on their own and become more connected
to the foods they eat. "What | especially like is Michelle's
outreach to schoolchildren in the District of Columbia, who
may obtain a greater appreciation for nutrition and healthy
eating habits by having the opportunity to participate in the
White House gardening activities,” she says.

Cathy Kapica, PhD, RD, LD, CFCS, FACN, vice president and
director of global health and wellness for Ketchum Communi-
cations, notes that the garden may have a greater impact on
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everyday Americans than on the actual first family. “The
garden will likely have little impact on the Obama family, since
they have been and will continue to be served higher priced
and higher quality foods. What it will do is draw attention to
the importance of children and adults understanding where
food comes from,” she says.

Still, the garden has its shortcomings. “I'd like to see the
Obamas try that garden in their hometown of Chicago in the
winter, however. This would bring a much-needed discussion
of the realities of agriculture and a year-round food supply
that is currently not being discussed,” Kapica points out.

Child Nutrition on the Menu

According to an ADA report, “Studies show children perform
better in school when they have adequate nutrient intake.” As
such, the Child Nutrition Act holds utmost importance for the
health of our nation’s children. Congress is set to renew this act
by early next year, and the ADA is hoping for some big changes
in what foods U.S. schools are serving students.

“The act reauthorizes the [National] School Lunch and
Breakfast programs, as well as the WIC program and others,
such as the Child and Adults Care Food Program. Every five
years, when reautharization takes place, it's a really hot topic in
the nutrition community as advocates are looking to improve
these programs,” explains Watts. “There's been a lot of discus-
sion around what they call ‘foods of minimal nutritional value,”
foods that don’t really contribute a lot to the daily nutritional
requirements for children, and the issue of ‘competitive
foods,” such as those served in a la carte lines or vending
machines that compete with what school programs offer.
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Competitive foods are often higher in
sugar and fat (think sodas and candy
bars] than those provided in school
lunch or breakfast programs because
any foods not part of the traditional
school programs aren’t regulated by the
USDA. However, many nutrition profes-
sionals are hoping this will change with
the upcoming reauthorization.

“The school breakfasts and lunches
already have to meet certain nutrition
standards and, pretty much, the other
foods in the school don't. There are very
weak standards that only apply in the
cafeteria during mealtimes for things
that are served outside the reim-
bursable meals. Otherwise, any other
time during the day, anywhere else in the school, there are no
national standards. And we feel like that is a big gaping hole in
the system,” says Jennifer Weber, MPH, RD, who works in the
ADA's Washington office. "So one of our major pushes for this
reauthorization is for Congress to give USDA the authority to
set nutrition standards for those foods. USDA can't do it now;
they have to have Congress take action. We're not asking
Congress to set standards [themselves], but we're asking
them to give USDA the authority to set nutrition standards for
all foods sold on the campus during the day.”

While Weber explains that this recommendation is certainly
not new (the ADA pushed for it at the last Child Nutrition Act
reauthorization), a new environment gives her higher expecta-
tions this time around. “[The ADA] tried to get it in the last
reauthorization unsuccessfully, and we have been working on
it ever since, so it's not a new issue. You never want to say
anything is a given with Congress, but the environment has
changed a lot since the last reauthorization,” she says.

The last fight pitted nutrition and public health groups
against not only the food and beverage industry but also many
in the education community who were worried about a loss of
revenue with the increased regulation. In addition to an
acknowledgement by many that rising obesity rates need to be
addressed, a bigger help was the fact that some schools had
voluntarily implemented vending machine and other changes
and either survived or thrived.

“There have been some schools who were early adopters
that changed what they were selling in their vending machines,
their school stores, their a la carte, and many of them didn't
lose money and some of them made just as much or made
more [money]. Or they found that more students were partici-
pating in the school meal program, so they were getting more
money through that program. So that helped alleviate a lot of
the concerns in the education community,” Weber says.

Atestament to the change in environment occurred at a spring
Senate Agriculture Committee hearing, where Weber says that
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Radishes and lettuce harvested from the White House Kitchen Garden are prepared
for the Congressional Spouses Luncheon on May 17, 2009.

not only did the ADA testify but also in attendance were represen-
tatives from the American Beverage Association, the dairy
industry, and Mars, “all saying that they wanted to see national
standards established,” says Weber. “So we're hopeful.”

Also in this reauthorization, Washington RDs are pushing
for more funding for nutrition education and research, as well
as the setting of nationwide standards for school nutrition
directors at the district level.

“We'd like there to be some standards at the national level
making sure that there are qualified professionals in the
schools to be able to manage what's becoming more complex
programs, as well as a more complex student population.
There are more kids now with allergies or with chronic health
conditions, and we really think there should be somebody at
the district level who can help manage that. We think that
person should be a registered dietitian; a dietetic technician,
registered; or a school nutrition specialist,” says Weber.

Watts has her sights set on the possibility for a greater
emphasis on nutrition research. “My hope is that, with the
greater attention being paid to nutrition by the Obama admin-
istration and what seems to me to be a renewed sense of its
importance, greater investment will be made in nutrition
research—not only at USDA but also at the National Institutes
of Health and at programs at the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention. Ongoing and increased federal support for
nutrition research is critical if we are to enact the best and
most effective policies and if we are to understand if the
current policies and programs are working,” she says.

Prevention in Health Reform?

It's no secret that healthcare reform is one of Obama’s big-
ticket items for 2009. While specifics of nutrition-related provi-
sions are still being tossed from the House to the Senate and
back again, the ADA is staying focused on its highest of hopes
for what health reform could mean for Americans’ health.
“The ADA's strategic plan calls on ADA to work in ways to
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improve the health of Americans. That
is a bold statement. It should be a
primary objective for health reform to
actually improve the health of Ameri-
cans. That will save dollars and save
lives, increase productivity, and have a
positive effect on the nation and its
people. We believe that improving
health begins with nutrition strategies,”
says Wilczek.

Health policy is on the table, she
says, and "ADA’s key points are that
nutrition is the foundation of health.
Nutrition also is the foundation of
preventive services. As the months
pass, the opportunity for health reform
looks promising. While the specifics of
what the reform will look like change
daily, we can say with some certainty
that there will be a focus on nutrition,
children’s healthcare, and an inclusion
of diabetes—hopefully in terms of
preventative measures.”

“It's all still moving,” Wilczek adds.
“We've got three bills in the House and
one in the Senate. | think that there [is
a lot] of room for opportunities, but
nothing’s known yet. | know from ADA's
perspective, we're focusing on what we
think needs to be included, and there’s
always room for improvement. Some
bills have some promising things, but |
think we have a lot of work to do to try
and keep being proactive as the
process moves forward.”

With prevention finding its way into
many health reform discussions, Watts
notes the possibility of medical nutrition
therapy services provided by RDs seeing
greater coverage under a new plan. One
of the challenges, she notes, is that
nutrition intervention, while likely saving
money and improving health outcomes
down the road, tends to cost more
money up front "because you pay to
send someone to a dietitian in the hope
that they won't have a heart attack in 10
years,” she says of one example. "So it's
been a tricky thing to advocate for when
it comes down to how much this bill is
going to cost. And a lot of times, cost is
what Congress has to wrestle with at the
end of the day.”

Interestingly enough, language
regarding nationwide restaurant
labeling may also be included in health
reform legislation. “They've included
language requiring nutrition disclosure
on restaurant menus in healthcare
reform legislation in [at least] one of the
bills. There have been a number of
states and local areas that have already
implemented some kind of menu
labeling, New York City being one of
them. Members of the Senate were able
to reach a compromise with health
organizations and the National Restau-
rant Association to require this on a
national basis and basically preempt
local and state requirements,” says
Watts. If passed, any restaurant that has
20 or more outlets could be required to
include calorie information on the menu
or menu board and other items, such as
sodium, fat, and cholesterol figures,
elsewhere in the restaurant.

No matter what language makes it to
the legislation finish line, Liz Marr, RD,
is just happy prevention is on the lips of
Washington legislators. "As an RD, I'm
pleased to see healthcare reform
moving forward; it's long past due. I'm
also glad the Obama administration is
focused on prevention and demon-
strates individual action,” she says.

Fixing Food Safety

“Food safety is on the table, as well
[in Washington],” says Wilczek. "ADA
has been active in developing recom-
mendations for the implementation of
new food safety policies and
programs.”

Early in the year, the president made
it clear that he believes the U.S. food
safety system to be a “hazard to public
health” and in need of some serious
reworking. Since then, he has formed
an interagency Food Safety Working
Group that recently released recom-
mendations on how to improve the
safety of the nation’s food, including a
better tracking system to pinpoint
origins of food outbreaks.

At the writing of this article, the
House of Representatives was also
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doing its part to make food safer for
Americans, passing legislation that
would require the FDA to conduct inspec-
tions every six to 12 months at “high-
risk” food processing plants and allow
the creation of an FDA-directed system
that would better trace a food product’s
path in the occurrence of future
outbreaks.

"It is unclear whether and when it will
actually happen, but there is a movement
from several members of Congress, including Rep Rosa
Del auro (D-Conn.), to create a single government agency to
handle food safety,” adds Watts. "Right now, such duties are
divided between FDA and USDA, creating what many believe to
be a fragmented system. A lot of people are thinking that if we
had a single agency that's responsible, we might do a better
job [at keeping food safe].”

Kapica predicts that Obama’s FDA commissioner
appointment will also aid in escorting a period of increased
responsibility for food safety: “The appointment of Dr.
Margaret Hamburg as the new head of the U.S. [FDA]
ushers in an era of promised change, where FDA will take
on the role as more of a protector of public health and less
of a conduit for industry to bring products to market. In the
food arena, this means closer scrutiny of product claims
related to health, a major focus on food safety, and promo-
tion of more healthful foods.”

Get Involved

If you're contemplating how you can help the nutrition
cause along, “it's simple,” according to March, who says the
ADA makes it easy to be effective and to be heard. She directs
those interested to the Grassroots Manager icon on the ADA's
Web site, where you can click on the Take Action tab. There,
you'll find live links to different topics containing descriptions
of various bills and opportunities. “Other ideas to get involved
include sending your legislator a fax or calling them directly”
about issues that most interest you, she says.

"There are many ways to get involved,” adds Watts. "Prob-
ably the most direct and perhaps obvious way is to always
exercise your right to vote, whether it's at the local, state, or
federal level. Speaking from the federal level, every dietitian
has two senators and a member of Congress. Communicate
with them! Get to know his/her staff and become a valued
resource for them when it comes to nutrition issues. Not only
are you a voting constituent, but you also have a unique
perspective and expertise to offer that is needed.”

Joining professional organizations such as the ADA and the
American Society for Nutrition and participating in their public
policy/advocacy activities is another way to make the nutrition
policy change you'd like to see in the industry.
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First Lady Michelle Obama and White House chef Sam Kass show students
from Bancroft Elementary how to plant a garden.

Emerging Expectations

What are dietitians’ thoughts on how the Obama adminis-
tration and Congress have treated nutrition issues thus far? “|
feel sanguine. In his [recent] news conference, Mr. Obama
talked not only about insurance reform but also personal
responsibility and noted his support of this paradigm shift by
including his advocacy of professional guidance from ‘your
nutritionist.” | would have liked for the president to say 'your
registered dietitian,” but the message is clear,” says March,
author of Making Weight Control Second Nature.

“I find it very important that Mr. Obama has appointed
health and policy leaders with experience in effective preven-
tion and protection policies to benefit and support the efforts
of the average citizen,” she continues. “"For example, the new
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention commissioner is
none other than New York City's former health commissioner,
Dr. Thomas Frieden—a brave crusader against entrenched
unhealthy habits. He supported eliminating unhealthy fats in
foods and successfully enacted one of the first big city bans on
indoor smoking—a huge accomplishment.”

As for what lies ahead for dietetic policy, "I think there is
great hope,” says Wilczek. “The fact that nutrition is already
being menticned is huge! As long as dietitians continue to see
the importance of their work and continue to communicate
that importance with those who influence policy in Wash-
ington, the future for dietetics looks strong.”

And whether change can come from the top down, starting
with the White House garden and the Obama’s seemingly
healthy habits, Watts says change will need to come from
everywhere to effect true change in Americans’ nutritional
health. She says, "I do believe that we have leaders in place now
who have the ability to enact strong policies and desire to see
progress made in this area. But change, especially with respect
to obesity, is going to have to come from the top down, the
bottom up, and from multiple directions and through multiple
tactics. Obesity is such a complex issue, and while leadership
and federal support is critical to tackling the problem, it also is
going to take every one of us making small changes within our
own lives to truly make a long-term difference.”

— Juliann Schaeffer is an editorial assistant at Today’s Dietitian.
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