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'FOOD & AGRICULTURE

By David Wallinga

Agricultural Policy And Childhood
Obesity: A Food Systems And
Public Health Commentary

ABSTRACT For thirty-five years, U.S. agriculture has operated under a
“cheap food” policy that spurred production of a few commodity crops,
not fruit or vegetables, and thus of the calories from them. A key driver
of childhood obesity is the consumption of excess calories, many from
inexpensive, nutrient-poor snacks, sweets, and sweetened beverages made
with fats and sugars derived from these policy-supported crops. Limiting
or eliminating farm subsidies to commodity farmers is wrongly perceived
as a quick fix to a complex agricultural system, evolved over decades, that
promotes obesity. Yet this paper does set forth a series of policy
recommendations that could help, including managing commodity crop

oversupply and supporting farmers who produce more fruit and
vegetables to build a healthier, more balanced agricultural policy.

hildhood obesity is epidemic, a
problem of current disease but also
of future costs. Treatment is expen-
sive, is often ineffective, and fails to
address worsening trends.! Primary
prevention—preventing children from becom-
ing overweight and obese in the first place—is
the onlylong-term solution for this public health
problem.

Record childhood obesity was foreseeable,
given a modern “obesogenic” (to cause obesity)
environment that discourages activity and en-
courages consumption of calorie-dense, nu-
. trient-poor food,? combined with innate biolog-
ical mechanisms that appear in many people to
confer a propensity to accumulate and conserve
energy.” Many good policy options exist for
changing food availability, food prices, or food
marketing—thereby influencing the food envi-
ronment—at the local, state, and federal levels.*
Nearly all such policies are aimed at the down-
stream, consumer end of the food chain. Policy
makers and researchers have mostly overlooked
the upstream links between obesity and policy
determinants of what happens on the farm. Con-
sequently, few have considered how changing

agricultural policy might positively affect the
availability and prices of food.

Two recent foundation-supported conferen-
ces™® and a two-volume journal supplement’ be-
gan to address this policy and research gap. The
discussion in this paper reflects some common
themes.

Calorie Excess And The American
Food Supply

Research now links obesity promotion with the
consumption of added fats, sugars, and refined
grains and of the snacks, sweets, beverages, and
fast foods in which they are prominent.

In 2002, U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) researchers said that the prime factor
behind soaring obesity rates was a 300-calorie
jump, from 1985 to 2000, in‘hiow many calories
the U.S. food supply delivered to the average
eater.® Of the extra calories, 24 percent came
from added fats; 23 percent, from added sugars.
Grains, mostly refined grains, accounted for
46 percent.®

Recently updated, the USDA data for 2007
show that Americans’ average daily calorie in-
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take is 400 calories higher than in 1985 and
600 calories higher than in 1970.° Among grains,
corn calories (from corn flour, corn meal,
hominy, and corn starch) led the way with a
191 percent increase since 1970. Added sugar
intake—including cane and beet sugar, honey,
syrups, and corn sweeteners—is up 14 percent
over 1970 levels, but corn sweetener calories
alone rose 359 percent to 246 calories per
day.’ By 2005-06, the average child drank 172
daily calories from sugar-sweetened beverages,
including those sweetened with high-fructose
corn syrup.’®

Average daily calories from added fats and oils
continue to rise, up 69 percent since 1970; a
260 percent calorie increase from salad and
cooking oils is leading the way.® Of the fats
and oils Americans eat, 70 percent are soy oil
(mostly salad or cooking oils, plus baking and
frying fats); another 8 percent are corn oil.

American farms, not farms abroad, are the
source for many of these extra fats, sugars,
and calories. The United States is the world’s
largest corn producer, but it exports only around
20 percent of the total crop.” Almost 4.7 percent
of the total corn crop gets diverted to produce
high-fructose corn syrup.” The United States is
also the world’s largest soybean producer and
exporter. It produced 20.6 billion pounds of
soy oil in 2008, of which 93 percent was used
domestically."

Farmers And Agricultural Policy

Over the long term, what farmers grow is steered
by agricultural policy. For more than a century,
U.S. policy has promoted U.S. farmers’ capacity
to increase production, generally of the kind of
commodities—corn, wheat, cotton, rice, milk,
and later soybeans—that lend themselves to

- large-scale production, easy storage, and long-

distance shipping."" Much of the public infra-
structure to support farmers at the regional level
(such as university research and extension serv-
ices) came to be dominated by a focus on com-
modity and production agriculture.'

Growing the nation’s agricultural capacity is
generally recognized as a good thing. It serves

. national security as well as rural development

needs, especially with a growing population.
But production-oriented agriculture policy also
has been promoted as important for nutrition.
Early-twentieth-century research suggested that
when hungry children were given diets higher in
added fats and sugars, they grew. Following
World War II, raising production of commodity
crops and their associated fats and sugars was
seen as an answer to undernutrition in the
United States and throughout the world.” Ameri-

HEALTH AFFAIRS MARCH 2010 29:3

can commodity farmers continue to be reminded
of their putative mission to “feed the world.”®

U.S. farmers responded fantastically to these
policies, raising output 2.6 times from 1948 to
2002.” In 2009 they planted more than eighty-
seven million corn acres, the second-highest
total in sixty-two years. Yields of 150 bushels
per acre or more are typical—600 percent higher
than in 1920.5

OVERPRODUCTION Because they operate inde-
pendently, commodity crop farmers have a
long-established tendency to overproduce col-
lectively. During the Great Depression, a produc-
tion glut led to a predictable drop in prices and
subsequent farm failures. Although there were
fewer farmers, total farmland stayed the same as
larger farms swallowed up smaller farms. What
ensued were the first federal programs to man-
age the supply of agricultural commodities, both
to stabilize prices and to sustain farm income.
These programs largely worked over the next
several decad¢s, often at little or no net cost
to the federal treasury. From 1965 to 1996,
however, supply management programs were
dismantled.

Starting in 1974, the USDA began implement-
ing a federal “cheap food” policy thatencouraged
commodity farmers to produce as much as pos-
sible. The case made by then Secretary of Agri-
culture Earl Butz was that by producing abun-
dant and cheap commodity grains, U.S. farmers
would capture growing global markets.

Butz proved wrong. Instead of helping farmers
prosper, persistent low prices (once again based
on that tendency to overproduce) drove many
commodity farmers out of business. When
Congress passed the 1996 Farm Bill, however,
itstripped away the last remnants of supply man-
agement and left all incentives for commodity
overproduction in place. But when commodity
prices continued to plunge, Congress was forced
to pass a series of “emergency” payments to pro-
tect farmers from going out of business. By 2001,
these payments had tripled to more than $20 bil-
lion per year," and commodity crop prices had
dropped 40 percent, on average.”® In 2002,
Congress made these subsidies permanent in a
variety of different types of subsidies.

It must be noted that the advent of farm sub-
sidies only followed policy failure and low prices.
The latter created the need for the former. Cut-
ting commodity subsidies therefore cannot be
viewed as a quick fix for overproduction and
low prices. Removing these subsidies, since they
are not the root reason why commodity crops are
overproduced in the first place, will not address
the oversupply of cheap calories from these com-
modities. In the short term, what cutting com-
modity subsidies likely would do instead is to




Production-led
agricultural policy has
not kept pace with the
science. As a cheap
calorie policy, it has
‘been a success.

drive out of farming even more of the farmers
who might otherwise have been offered policy
incentives to produce a healthier long-term bal-
ance of commodities and other, noncommod-
ity crops.

OUTPACED BY SCIENCE A second problem with
produciion-led agricultural policy is that it has
not kept pace with the science. As a cheap calorie
policy, it has been a success. Many more fats,
sugars, and calories have been added to the
American food supply. And foods high in fat,
sugar, and calories, such as cooking oils, snacks,
fast food, and sugared sodas, are some of the
least expensive foods in the U.S. food environ-
ment. Simply put, sweets and fats cost less, while
many healthier foods cost more.” Unhealthy
foods also are the most inflation-resistant part
of the U.S. diet.”? Our analysis of USDA data
shows that from 1985 to 2000, the inflation-
adjusted price of carbonated soft drinks sank
nearly 24 percent, while the prices of fresh fruit
and vegetables rose 39 percent.?

What has changed since agricultural “cheap
food” policies were put in place is that obesity
has overtaken hunger as the most prevalent
nutritional problem in children—too many
calories, not too few. According to today’s sci-
ence, the quality of the calories produced by U.S.
agriculture may be at least as important as their
quantity. '

Fruit And Vegetable Deficits And The
U.S. Food Supply

Diets rich in fruit and vegetables can help man-
age weight and can lower risks for cancer and
other chronic diseases, especially when they re-
place calorie-dense, nutrient-poor foods. Yet
fewer than one in ten Americans meet the levels
of fruit and vegetable consumption recom-
mended under the latest calorie-specific healthy
eating guidelines.”? Despite the focus on nutri-
tion education, fruit and vegetable consumption

has stagnated or even declined in recent years.
USDA data indicate that the U.S. food system

supplies 24 percent fewer servings per person -

than the five daily vegetable servings recom-
mended for a standard 2,000-calorie diet. Sub-
tracting out starchy vegetables, the shortfall

looks even worse. Only half of the recommended -

servings of dark green vegetables are available,
along with one-third of the orange vegetables
and one-quarter of the recommended legumes.?
There is a supply shortfall in fruit as well. To meet
recommended levels, Americans would need to
increase daily fruit and vegetable consumption
by 132 percent and 31 percent, respectively. But
where that produce would come from is equally
important, and largely determined by agncul-
tural policy.

For supply to match an increase in consump-
tion of any one fruit or vegetable group would
require some combination of the following: (1) a
rise in imports; (2) diversion of current exports
to domestic consumption; and (3) an expansion
of domestic production. One-quarter of fresh
fruit consumption already is imported, and that
percentage keeps rising. Raising imports does
not seem to be an ideal long-term solution from
several policy perspectives, including food safety
worries, the carbon and costs embedded in ship-
ping produce over long distances, and the
national security concerns if other countries
should prove unable or unwilling to ship their
fruit and vegetables to the United States.

On the other hand, for U.S. farmers to produce
more fruit and vegetables nearer to consumers
will require an agricultural policy that offers in-
centives to do so. The average American farmeris
fifty-five years old, however, and fast approach-
ing retirement.” Midscale farmers who cultivate
100-500 acres are the ones best positioned to
offer a more diverse set of foods, including fruit
and vegetables, to a more local market and have
the flexibility to increase production to a larger
scale.”® Midsize farms are disappearing most
rapidly. As farm numbers shrink, remaining
farms get bigger. In the Farm Belt especially,
larger farms generally produce one or two com-
modities, such as corn or soybeans, and nothing
else. Their entire experience and capital invest-
ment is devoted to that single purpose.

U.S. agricultural policy generally has not of-
fered incentives or supported farmers to grow
fruit and vegetables. Their production does not
qualify for direct payments under Title I of the
Farm Bill. In fact, farmers who would like to
receive support under these programs have been

explicitly prohibited from plantlng fruit and -

vegetables.”
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Agricultural Policy And The Food
Environment

Childhood obesity is a problem growing three
times faster than adult obesity.” The specter of
ever-rising future costs, death, and disease from
today’s ever-worsening trends demands bold ac-
tion.Yet policy makers have had a blind spot with
respect to the links between U.S. farm policy and
worsening obesity. America spends $147 billion a
year on obesity-related illness. Policy makers fail
to connect this spending, for example, to $21 bil-
lion in Farm Bill spending to support commodity
crop production in one year (2005) alone. Ex-
pected Farm Bill spending over the next decade
will total in the hundreds of billions of dollars.
The next Farm Bill is in 2012. Policy decisions
made now will determine whether these public
investments are to be effective at helping to re-
verse, rather than to worsen, obesity trends.

The complex, messy, obesogenic U.S. food
environment has been decades in the making.
Changing it will not be easy, because the “set
point” or defaults are woven so tightly and
broadly into the fabric of our food system and
its policies. Policy makers would be prudent to
guard against putative quick fixes—such as the
elimination of subsidy payments to commodity
farmers—to the system’s longstanding, multi-
dimensional problems.

As noted earlier, doing away with these par-
ticular subsidies would not address the under-
lying reasons—including a national “cheap food”
policy—why farmers overproduce commodity
crops and underproduce healthy fruit and vege-
tables in the first place. Further, because farm-
ers’ livelihoods and decisions have been pred-
icated on these policies, a quick reversal would
exact considerable harm and likely would further
erode the already too limited supply of U.S. farm-
ers essential for growing the fruit and vegetables
needed for healthier diets in the future:

A successful redesign of the food environment
will likely require a long-term commitment to
mutually supportive interventions, at multiple
levels (local, state, and federal) from farm to
plate, to effect change in food availability, rela-
tive prices, and marketing, complemented by
nutrition education.”* One component of this
redesign could include reinstating programs to
manage the oversupply of commodity crops and
calories, combined with support for new farmers
as well as for existing farmers who want to tran-
sition away from exclusive production of com-
modity crops. Upstream changes to agricultural
policy are critical, but in the end are only one
among many needed changes.
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Near-Term Policy Changes

Yet small, incremental changes to the calorie-
dense food supply could have outsize impacts.
Overtenyears, an extra130 calories perday (less
than what is in a twelve-ounce can of sugared
soda) can spell the difference between a young
child on her way to obesity and one who is not.*
We suggest the following as doable, near-term
policy steps.

SEEK EXECUTIVE LEADERSHIP At another critical
juncture in the nation’s nutritional health, the
1969 White House Conference on Food, Nutri-
tion, and Health was convened. This landmark
effort ultimately gave rise to expansion of the
food stamp, food labeling, and school lunch
programs.* The time may be now for renewed
executive-branch leadership to bring together
disparate health and agriculture communities
around food policy, among other upstream de-
terminants of childhood obesity.

INTEGRATE FOOD AND HEALTH ANALYSIS Obesity is
a systems problem, inexorably related to the
equally complex and problematic food system.
There is no single entity to inform policy makers
broadly about the health impacts, including on
childhood obesity, of the entire food system.

With fragmented authority and expertise
across a dizzying number of federal agencies
(USDA, Food and Drug Administration, Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention, Health and Human
Services, Consumer Product Safety Commission,
National Institutes of Health, and so on), this
perhaps is no surprise. Something like the
United Kingdom’s Food Commission is needed.
That commission is a nongovernmental organi-
zation that looks beyond “stable to table” analy-
ses to link food production policies with nu-
trition and health policies.?

SUPPORT FARMERS AS ANTI-OBESITY PARTNERS
American farmers have proved adept at respond-
ing to the policy conditions determined for
them. Indeed, farmers are essential allies in
the fight against obesity. If the nation is to get
serious about making fruit, vegetables, and
other healthy food more accessible, policy mak-
ers need to offer at least as much research, finan-
cial, and other support to domestic farmers of
these crops as has been done for commodity crop
growers for decades. Policy interventions could
inclide recruiting and training new farmers;
grants or financing on favorable terms for new
farmers, including for land acquisition and for
farmers moving from commodity to other pro-
duction; and allowing fruit and vegetable farm-
ers to participate in any commodity programs of
the Farm Bill.

INVEST IN FORWARD-LOOKING RESEARCH The criti-
cal research program (“title”) of the 2012 Farm




Bill will set the direction of agricultural health
and innovation for years to come. Given the chal-
lenges of greater climate uncertainty, coming
water scarcity, development pressure on prime
croplands, and obesity, America needs a re-
search agenda to inform what diverse mix of
crops and farming methods can best meet the
nation’s health and other needs, sustainably.
The National Institutes of Health and other
health agencies’ research programs could better
complement USDA research initiatives in realiz-
ing this goal. ‘

CODIFY HEALTHIER COMMODITY FOOD PROGRAMS
Many surplus commodities produced under
Farm Bill programs make their way into federal
child nutrition programs, such as the National
School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, where
they often have not conformed to the USDA’s
own dietary guidelines for healthy eating. The
most effective policy for better aligning com-

modities with students’ nutritional needs is to
raise nutrition standards for all food served in
these programs. Already positive USDA steps in
this direction should be codified and incorpo-
rated into this year’s reauthorization of the Child
Nutrition Act.

Conclusion

Agricultural production affects nutrition, obe-
sity, and health. Agricultural policy helps deter-
mine not only what farmers grow, but what peo-
ple eat, how easy it is to access that food, and
what they pay for it. All too soon, the nation will
confront the need for a new Farm Bill. Its con-
tents ought to be as great a concern for urban
eaters as for rural farmers, and as much a priority
for health policy makers as for agriculture policy
makers. We need much more than another Farm
Bill. We need a Healthy Food, Healthy Farm Bill. m

This paper was prepared with-support
that the author received as a William T.
Grant Foundation Distinguished Fellow.
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