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INTRODUCTION

You picked up this book because you have questions
about how to eat well. Eating has become confusing.
One week you hear that eating too much meat increases
your risk of getting colon cancer. The next week you hear
just the opposite. One week milk helps you lose weight;
the next week this claim is considered bogus. One news
story says breast cancer has nothing to do with how much
fat you eat, the next one says it does. Should we be eating
low-fat or low-carb? Are the new USDA guidelines (my
pyramid.gov) the best ones to follow, or should we just
forget them and buy what’s convenient?

There’s so much conflicting information about nutri-
tion and health. If you're like most Americans, you believe
there are good and bad foods and that eating too much fat
is bad, but you haven’t a clue how to eat less. You watch
your portion sizes but don’t know if you are eating too
many or just the right amount of calories.

Xiii
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Introduction

Confusion has grown beyond all reasonable limits.
Despite a deluge of “healthy products” and daily bom-
bardments of health claims in the media, more people are
overweight than ever before. That’s why you need this
book, What to Eat, because it offers the answers you’re
looking for.

When I left Washington in 1995, I was convinced that
[ had left the field of nutrition for good. I was disap-
pointed and depressed that good nutrition and healthy eat-
ing, subjects fundamental to “life, liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness,” were obscured by lobbyists and their allies
in government. A seemingly impenetrable wall of distor-
tion had been erected to block new thinking that could
interfere with the way food was made, promoted, or sold.

After fourteen years working as a nutritionist in two
government agencies, I went to work as the director of
the Institute for Science in Society (ISIS), a small non-
profit think tank. The last ISIS white paper we released
to the press was on infectious problems in the U.S. meat
supply. The ISIS report documented the poor sanitary
practices and the government’s archaic and negligent
inspection procedures that were directly to blame for these
outbreaks.

We were just beginning to hear about the British epi-
demic of mad cow disease, but we were reassured by
USDA officials that the problem was localized to Britain
and couldn’t happen in North America. However, my col-
leagues at the National Institutes of Health, who were
infectious disease specialists, already knew that mad cow
disease grew out of changes in how animal feeds were
manufactured and that our cows were being fed the same
way. They assured me that unless we started making
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changes in our feeding and inspection practices, the prob-
lem could be just as deadly here.

Industry reaction to the ISIS report was furious, and
then, as the press lost interest, it turned deadly quiet. I left
Washington and moved to Connecticut to a job as health
editor of Vegetarian Times magazine. | wasn’t a vegetarian,
but the ISIS meat report gave me enough credibility to be
hired by a magazine that celebrated meatless lifestyles. I
ended up as the editorial director of a small New England
book publisher and training institute, as well as a freelance
writer/editor. But I continued to follow news of nutrition
and to read reports that described the horrific, escalating
rates of obesity, diabetes, and other diet-related diseases
engulfing North Americans of all ages and much of the
world as well.

[ kept puzzling about it, asking myself, what’s going on?
What was it about our food, lifestyles, and environment
that was plunging us into such a devastating abyss? What
could we do as individuals to avoid becoming victims of
these terrible plagues? Was there a way of eating and liv-
ing that would save us? Little by little, I was drawn back
into the field of nutrition, determined to use my skills to
investigate the problem and find solutions to offer people.

In the past twenty years, the time frame in which obe-
sity and chronic diseases have hit us so hard, we have
experienced major changes in how we eat, what we eat,
and the nutritional content of our foods and diets. If there
were answers to our problems, they had to come from
those areas.

One profound change was globalization, and most of
the changes in our foods were made to enable us to deliver
similar foods and drinks to consumers in Malaysia, Mada-

XV
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gascar, Ecuador, and Nigeria as well as North America.
The innovative foods we began to eat were designed for
long shelf lives and a wide variety of climates. But our
Paleolithic bodies don’t handle innovative factory foods
very well, and we are paying a high price for these quick
and easy foods.

This is a book for people concerned about what to eat
to stay healthy, lose weight, and to the extent possible,
avoid common chronic diseases. There are so many dif-
terent approaches to healthy eating that it’s hard to know
which approach will work best for you. What to Eat is
not a primer to prove that any single philosophy of eating
is more correct than others. What is offered is a tour
through the changing landscape of our nutritional prob-
lems and clear answers to your questions about how to eat
well and be healthy even as the world of food changes
around us.

In addition to offering a road map for healthy eating,
this guide helps expose the underbelly of our national
obsession with food; reveals facts about ingredients in
popular foods that could adversely affect our health and
weight; provides insights into how food is marketed to
make us buy it; and shows how starved we are for reliable
information.

But even more fundamental than these issues is the
sense of disempowerment many of us experience when
dealing with food. It’s as if we are strangers in an alien
tood landscape. Two-thirds of Americans make food deci-
sions based on what we hear, see, and read in the media,
but the media only tell us the food and nutrition stories
that are endorsed by corporate sponsors. If you never look
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at food through another lens, it is easy to assume those are
the only facts worth knowing.

Yet most of us have an innate ability to recognize that
food is more than something that quiets our internal sig-
nals of distress when we’re hungry. Food is the raw mate-
rial that the alchemy of our bodies transmutes into sinew,
muscle, and gland and into the raw resources for the mil-
lions of chemical reactions governing how our bodies,
minds, and emotions function as we grow from infancy to
childhood to adolescence to maturity.

What to Eat is written for both men and women
because diet-related health risks affect men and women
equally. Biologically, we are far more similar than we are
different, a conclusion supported by the striking parallels
in men’s and women’s rates of chronic disease.

The conclusion to this particular story is this: we need
to take back the reins regarding what and how to eat on a
personal level, in our families, and for the environment.
For too long we have allowed others, with different agen-
das than ours, to make these decisions for us. As you will
see when you read this book, we can’t afford to do that
any longer. You must decide for yourself what is good and
healthful for you to eat. All the experts in the world don’t
know as much as you do about that.

Xvii
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Eating Shapes Your Fate

Things are seldom what they seem, skim milk
masquerades as cream.

—W. S. GILBERT

hen Alan W. called me in the middle of the day, I

suspected he was in some kind of crisis. Alan had
asked me to help him lose weight. When I met him, he
was seventy pounds overweight, and he had already lost
one hundred pounds on the Atkins diet. Alan was frus-
trated because his weight loss had stalled, so together we
laid out an exercise and low-carbohydrate, moderate-
calorie plan. Everything seemed to be going fine until he
called and told me that something weird had happened to
him.

That morning, at the monthly team meeting, Alan’s
boss had passed around bagels and cream cheese. Alan
couldn’t resist and polished off one and a half of the hefty
bagels. In a short time, he felt “wiped—as if someone dis-

1
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abled me with a Taser gun.” He had left a call for his
physician, but he was feeling better now and wondered
whether I could help him figure out, “What’s going on?”

[ agreed that it was a good idea to speak with his physi-
cian and suggested that he might have experienced a mas-
sive insulin response to all the sugar that was released into
his bloodstream from the bagels. “But I’'m not diabetic,”
he protested. Possibly prediabetic, I suggested, urging him
to check it out and explaining what I thought had hap-
pened to his metabolism.

Eating a large amount of breads and rolls made with
refined white flour, or crackers, cookies, pies, cakes, and
other sweets, can increase your risk of type 2 diabetes.
This most common type of diabetes is now an epidemic
among obese adults in the United States. I told Alan that
eating the bagels could have created a spike in his blood
sugar and prompted his pancreas to release a large surge of
insulin to clear the excess sugar from his bloodstream.
This flood of insulin then lowered his blood sugar below
where it had started. This type of sugar roller coaster,
repeated many times, eventually can exhaust the pancreas’
ability to produce insulin, resulting in diabetes. When I
explained this to Alan, I underscored the importance of
eating moderate amounts of vegetables, fruits, and whole
grains, which were his best carbohydrate choices. This,
along with the low-carbohydrate moderate-calorie weight
loss plan we had discussed, would help him lose weight
and minimize his risk of diabetes and other health
problems.

The way you eat, Alan had just learned in a visceral
way, controls your destiny. Alan, like most of the people
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in my weight loss and nutrition classes, was underin-
formed about nutrition and didn’t really understand that
how you eat directly affects your survival and the likeli-
hood of developing major degenerative diseases. Most of
my students had seen the USDA’s food pyramid, but it had
made no lasting impression on them because they didn’t
perceive it as a lifeline against disease.

With two-thirds of American adults now overweight
or obese, plainly something has gone very wrong in the
United States. The government has been advising people
what to eat for one hundred years, but over the last
twenty, either the message stopped getting through or an
obesity virus has ravaged the country. Why were intelli-
gent people like my students caught in the grip of a silent
killer, obesity, that made the government’s nutrition
advice seem irrelevant?

The Good Ship Nutrition

Many experts offer advice about nutrition, but few clearly
and comprehensively tell you what eating lifestyles are
the healthiest based on what we know today. Which
approaches are most likely to help you keep your weight
in check and your body in balance—as safe as possible
from hazards in the environment and in our foods?
While it’s not possible to live 100 percent risk-free, this
book explains how to tip the balance in your favor. It
offers Ten Rules for Healthy Eating, a new simpler food
pyramid guide, and a step-by-step eating plan that breaks
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through the nutrition confusion, helps you filter out the
disinformation that abounds, shows how to protect your
kids from ad-pollution, and arms you with strategies that
will help you confidently make smart, sane, safe, and
enjoyable food choices. Yes, food is supposed to be a pleas-
ure, not a prescription like medicine! This is not a case of
the nutrition police trying to confiscate your Twink-
ies and hamburgers. It is a matter of giving you tools to
choose foods you relish in the amounts and forms best
suited for your health and well-being.

This is a time of enormous technological change; some
have called it the third industrial revolution. Food is a big
part of this revolution—how it’s grown and manufac-
tured, what’s in it, where it comes from, and how well
it meets our nutrition and health needs. These issues
require reexamination because so many of our traditional
approaches to food and nourishment are no longer valid.
Most of us are only dimly aware of the changes food has
undergone in recent years even though these changes
can—and probably do—atffect us profoundly.

Some of the affects of these changes can be seen in the
rising rates of obesity and chronic disease in our country.
We have come to accept the idea that our lives probably
will be shortened by one of these disasters; however, a
health catastrophe doesn’t have to be your fate.

Think of it this way. Each of us has a personal nutrition
account—our bodies—in which we invest important
resources for the future. If we make the daily, weekly, and
monthly deposits designed to keep our minds, bodies, and
spirits strong and resilient, we can prevent, delay, or mit-
igate most of the dire health conditions we fear. It cer-
tainly seems worth it, but so many of us find making
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lifestyle changes so much more difficult than it should be.
The big reason behind this difficulty is that we’re con-
tinuously massaged by subtle, misleading persuasions to
forget the consequences and indulge today. We have been
trained to think that we can “have it all” and that it’s
“cool” to dine at life’s great smorgasbord believing that
there will be no consequences.

A few legislators, alarmed by the intensifying attempts
of the junk food lobby to mislead the public, have pro-
posed regulations restricting the sale of junk foods or
levying “fat taxes” on high-fat foods sold to kids. They
recognize that it’s tough to instill good food habits when
kids are subjected to daily barrages of candy, soft drink,
and fast-food ads during the hours they watch TV. How
do you ask your kids to battle the bulge when the ads con-
stantly tell them that “fun foods” will make them happy,
popular, and successful?

What to Eat doesn’t pull any punches. It lays out how
we are failing to curb the obesity crisis and why our gov-
ernment promotes grocery manufacturers, supermarket
chains, convenience stores, and fast-food outlets over the
public’s health. Once you are armed with the facts and the
tools, you will be able to chart your own nutrition course
by investing your food dollars where they will do you the
most good.

If you are like the students in my nutrition and weight
loss classes, you probably have a lot of questions about
nutrition, including:

* Does it make sense to pay the extra dollars to buy
organic or are the differences too small to be
worthwhile?
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* Is tap water as good for you as bottled water?

* Does eating lots of vegetables lower your cancer risk?

* How can I boost my immunity so I don’t get sick so
often?

¢ Is there anything I can do to have more energy and
teel less sleepy and tired all the time?

* Do I need extra vitamins?

* Why can’t I lose weight when I eat so little?

* Is a low-fat or low-carbohydrate diet better for you
in the long run?

* Are soy products safe?

* What are good fats?

* What sweeteners are best to use?

e Can I still have my favorite treat foods once in
a while?”

What strikes me about these questions is that people are
looking for answers and they can’t find them. There is so
much conflicting information available that they don’t
know what or whom to believe. In the past, most people
believed the government had the final word on nutrition.
But now, many people don’t trust the government to tell
them the truth. They’ve read or heard too much about
how the government lines itself up with the food indus-
try. They don’t know how, but they are aware of subtle
media manipulations to keep them buying and eating
more.

Despite a superabundance of information on the Inter-
net and reams of nutrition and diet books in bookstores,
my students tell me they feel like nutrition “patsies,” told
something is bad one day and that it’s good the next. The
good news is that while we don’t have all the answers, we
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know enough to buy and eat healthier. Nutrition is not
that obscure. The problem is that it’s in the interest of cer-
tain groups whose business is to sell food to blur the lines
between what’s good and bad. The less we know, the eas-
ier it is to sell us a bill of goods about what to eat. But you
don’t have to buy into these con jobs.

Most of us consume about sixteen foods and beverages
daily, excluding water. That means we have sixteen oppor-
tunities each day to consume the thousands of nutritional
elements—vitamins, minerals, trace elements, amino
acids, carbohydrates, fats, and antioxidants—our bodies
need to function at their peak: mentally, physically, and
emotionally.

Despite all the knowledge that’s been amassed by
research laboratories over the globe, two-thirds of Amer-
icans eat a diet rated as poor by the government, falling
short of recommended levels of many essential nutrients.
Add to that the large numbers of people who overcon-
sume fat, sugar, salt, and calories, and we are left with a
small part of the public who are well-nourished—Iess than
10 percent of us, according to the USDA. How can it be
that the people in the richest, strongest, and most domi-
nant country in the world—as well as the world’s bread-
basket—are so sadly lacking in nutrition?

Getting the nutrition you need requires planning.
There is no single food or formula that can deliver all the
nutrition your body requires. Even though we want to eat
right, the way we live today—frantically hurtling from
one activity to the next and multitasking through our
daily to-do lists—there’s no time for planning and check-
ing out facts. Instead, we rely on what’s old and familiar,
the brands we know and the media experts we are used to
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going to for advice, although their first priority may be
marketing to us rather than objectively informing us.

Have you ever wondered if the food packages on the
shelves and in the freezers of your supermarket contain
foods like those you enjoyed in your mother and grand-
mother’s kitchens? Macaroni and cheese, we assume, is
macaroni and cheese, despite the lengthy list of chemical-
named ingredients on the side of the box, ingredients that
never saw the light of day in Grandma’s kitchen.

Experts in government and academia assure us that
these chemical concoctions are the nutritional equivalents
of the traditional foods they mimic, but they don’t taste
exactly the same or satisty us in the way the originals did.
We have a vague sense that things made in a laboratory
can’t be as good for us as those made from scratch in our
kitchen. But what can we do? Most of the time we lay
aside our concerns because we barely have time to get sup-
per on the table, much less make it from scratch. Pressured
for time, we make do with a casserole-in-a-box, a ready-
to-eat frozen meal, or takeout, the basic three food groups
most Americans bank on for supper.

We have made the global food industry our national
nutrition nanny. But is that wise? The big corporations’
priority is getting the biggest profit from every dollar they
invest in food, even if that means shortchanging us nutri-
tionally. Why else would $400 million be spent annually
on advertising sugared breakfast cereals, cookies, and sug-
ary drinks, among other kid foods?

Why else would artery-clogging trans-fatty acids—
known to be toxic to our hearts—still be a common
ingredient in frozen dinners and desserts, french fries,
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breads, cookies, and crackers? And why else would some
of the most popular commercial brands of canned soups
contain as much salt per serving as the National Academy
of Sciences recommends for an entire day? Commercial,
highly processed foods, associated with the overconsump-
tion of fat, saturated fat, trans-fats, sugars, sweeteners,
white flour, and artificial additives are culprits in our
national nutrition decline and characteristic of poor qual-
ity diets associated with diabetes, heart disease, and com-
mon cancers.

The track record of the food industry in responding to
our national nutrition crisis has been slow, erratic, and
lethargic. Reassuring public relations campaigns and food
ads are the industry’s first reaction, followed by reformu-
lating products minimally to deflect negative backlash and
speculation that certain foods are contributing to obesity.
Yes, manufacturers can add a few grams of whole grain to
children’s breakfast cereals, but that doesn’t change them
from breakfast candy, with almost half their calories from
sugars, to health foods.

The Western diet is an experiment waiting to be ana-
lyzed. We are eating foods and ingredients unknown to
our ancestors and even to our parents and grandparents.
Our foods have changed dramatically, but our nutritional
requirements still mirror those of our ancient Paleolithic
ancestors. We have no direct, hard data as to whether the
innovative techno foods and eating practices of the
twenty-first century meet our evolutionary nutritional
needs, but there are disquieting signs that they do not.

Changes in our laws as well as our lifestyles have cre-
ated problems of pollution in the air, water, and soil, as
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well as in our food. Toxic levels of mercury and arsenic
contaminate our streams and rivers, cancer-causing asbes-
tos and industrial emissions pollute our air, and deadly pes-
ticides used in growing our food collect in the soil and in
our bodies. Anything that filters through the environment
infiltrates our bodies. Pollutants stored in our tissues cause
damage to our immune and neuroendocrine systems,
impairing our health and inhibiting our ability to digest,
absorb, and utilize the nutrients we consume.

Over the past twenty years, the time in which the
changes in our foods have been the most dramatic, the
number of people with severe gastrointestinal problems
has increased fourfold, suggesting that allergies or intoler-
ances to some food ingredients in widespread use may be
fueling these inflaimmatory reactions.

Pollution can raise nutrient requirements leading to
nutritional shortfalls that interfere with growth, repro-
duction, bone strength, muscle tone, and body functions.
When our digestive systems are overburdened by pollu-
tion, our bodies work overtime to compensate, eventually
exhausting the body’s ability to respond and triggering
biochemical imbalances that can lead to chronic health
problems.

The syndrome of nutritional malaise, characterized by
too many calories and overweight coupled with multiple
nutrient shortfalls, food sensitivities, and gastrointestinal
(GI) disorders and inflammation is quite common today.
As many as 70 million adults suffer from some form of
digestive malady, more than those with diabetes, heart dis-
ease, or cancer. Obesity in itself creates a chronic inflam-
matory condition in which overactive fat cells signal the
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body to produce more inflammation messengers and less
anti-inflammation hormones.

Along with GI distress, more people are experiencing
symptoms of mental and physical decline including mem-
ory loss, loss of balance, depression, “road rage,” low
energy, “mind-freeze,” eye strain, generalized aches and
pains, abdominal discomfort, headaches, and frequent
colds and flu. These classic signs of biochemical chaos,
unless corrected, can develop into full-blown heart dis-
ease, diabetes, high blood pressure, cancers, osteoporosis,
asthma, arthritis, and other health problems. The “Ten
Rules for Healthy Eating” offered in Chapter 2 can help
you change course and head toward good health.

This chapter of What to Eat provides a brief look at
how you can turn “eating wrong” into “eating right,” and
it gives you a peek at how we got where we are today,
based on my experiences in the government and out. In
Chapter 2, we look at how, by following simple rules the
government won’t give you, you can overcome the pro-
found changes in our foods over the last thirty years and
the negative consequences for your health and well-being.
Chapter 3 discusses how marketers and media, replacing
mommies, have become our national nutrition nannies,
brainwashing our children and many adults into believing
that junk foods are crucial to social success and feeling
good, and how to combat these forces to help your chil-
dren learn to eat well.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 offer a survival guide for eating in
the twenty-first century. You’ll find my new Guide to
Healthy Eating guidelines for eating out and on the go,
and a week’s worth of fast and easy menus, meals, and
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recipes for hectic, time-pressured days. In Chapter 7, we
explore how you can nourish your emotions and spirit
along with your body, even when you think you are too
busy to breathe. We may eat for the sake of our physical
bodies, but we eat with our minds and emotions in order
to sustain our spirits.

In Chapter 8, we consider how you can come to grips
with, prevent, and overcome digestive disorders by chang-
ing what and how you eat and finding your keys to feel-
ing well. In Chapter 9, we review the most popular diets,
consider some newer research on eating and appetite, and
discuss how healthy eating can take the place of dieting
and lead to better health as well as a slimmer waistline.

And to wrap up, Chapter 10 helps us discover what we
can do in our communities to promote better food and
water for ourselves, our children, our neighbors, our fam-
ilies, and our world. Why are we so poorly informed
about nutrition? I discovered the answers during my years
in Washington. I share these experiences with the hope
that they will help you to know why you, not the gov-
ernment or any corporate interest, are the best hope for
better nutrition for all people.

Food Guides and Pyramid Schemes

Fresh out of my doctoral studies, I was teaching at NYU
when the nutritionist who developed the “basic four” at
USDA contacted me and asked me to consider taking over
her job to develop the next food guide that would replace
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the basic four. I was a known critic of the old guide, so I
was surprised to hear from her, a former army dietitian
who was about to retire from her government position.
Asked why she didn’t stay long enough to develop the new
guide herself, she replied, “One food guide is enough in a
lifetime.” She didn’t explain, and I had no idea what she
meant until much later, when sitting in her chair, I dis-
covered what a hot seat she’d been in.

Food guides are a way of translating dietary recom-
mendations for nutrients into food choices. They are the
most frequently used devices for teaching about nutrition,
and they have a long and proud history—the first USDA
food guide was developed in 1916.

The food guides are revised periodically to reflect
advances in food and nutrition research and prevalent diet-
related health conditions. In the 1960s, with rising rates of
heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, and diabetes in
the country, a furious debate arose in the nutrition com-
munity as to whether the basic four food groups were
more of a marketing tool for food commodity groups
than a useful technique for improving eating practices and
protecting the public’s health. My public health back-
ground convinced me that to offer advice about eating
that didn’t reflect prevention of the major health problems
linked to diet was dangerous and misleading.

Ultimately, my family and I decided to leave New York
and move to Washington because it seemed like a good
place to raise our children. I didn’t realize that it meant
walking into the lion’s den and facing challenges to my
integrity and professional competence that eight years in
graduate school hadn’t begun to prepare me for. Although
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excellent in all aspects of science, nutrition, and health, my
education didn’t include the one element that would have
been extremely useful—an introduction to politics.

Before my first day on the job, I was invited to dinner
with people from the food industry who said they wanted
to welcome me to Washington. Naive about the way busi-
ness is done in the capital, and curious to know how these
tood industry executives knew I existed, I accepted the
invitation. We met in a quiet, clubby steakhouse near K
Street, the heart of the lobbying district.

When I walked into the dimly lit room I quickly spot-
ted six older men seated at a long table with one place con-
spicuously empty. I had the immediate impression that
these men with weathered faces and ample girths were
used to throwing their weight around. What could they
possibly want with me?

They introduced themselves and, as I recall, said they
were with the Cattlemen’s Association, the Grocery
Manufacturers, the National Food Processors, the Meat
Institute, the Dairy Council, and the Egg Board. They
questioned me about my nutritional opinions: how I felt
about the value of butter, eggs, meat, and cholesterol in
the diet, what I thought of leading consumer advocates
(whom they named), suggesting ofthandedly that most of
them were either socialists, gay, or anarchists and there-
fore not to be trusted. I doubted this and wondered why
they felt the need to discredit them with me.

While they grilled me about how I thought the food
guide might be changed, we ordered dinner. It felt like
a test—would I order the beef or a vegetable plate? I
ordered fish and they ordered supersized steaks. I knew I
was being evaluated to make sure I wouldn’t upset the
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apple cart and also warned that “heavy hitters” from the
tood industry would be looking over my shoulder at all
times. But I was from New York and New Yorkers don’t
intimidate easily. If anything, they had alerted me to the
challenges that lay ahead.

I began work at the Beltsville Agricultural Research
Center in rural Maryland; rows of low, red brick build-
ings, vintage 1950s, set in the bucolic landscape of a work-
ing dairy farm. In a matter of months, I had devised a plan
for creating the new food guide based on studies of pop-
ulation diets, research on health problems linked to food
and nutrition patterns, and the newest dietary standards
from the National Academy of Sciences.

I convened two expert groups representing both sides
of the government’s nutrition “fence,” agricultural scien-
tists who studied nutritional biochemistry and medical sci-
entists who studied diet and chronic disease. I presented
them with a series of challenges designed to move us
toward what would become the premises and technical
basis of the next food guide, including, for the first time,
consideration of target levels for fat, sugar, sodium, fiber,
calories, and trace minerals in the national food guide.

The new guide would take into account both diet-
related health risks and the types of foods needed for a
nutritionally adequate diet. We anticipated the pending
release of a Congressional report that would have the
impact of an earthquake on both the government and the
tood industry, implicating the USDA and other govern-
ment agencies in a scientific cover-up of research show-
ing that Americans were eating “killer diets.” The Dietary
Goals for the United States report (see www.prevention
institute.org for more about this report) concluded that
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dietary changes were urgently needed to reduce rates of
nutrition-related chronic diseases that were spiraling out
of control in the United States.

Eating Right or Eating Wrong

Analytic studies gave us the number of servings from each
food group needed to provide target levels of vitamins,
minerals, and fiber while limiting factors implicated in
disease: total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sugar, sodium,
and calories. The calorie levels that served as the basis of
the guide reflected what people said they were eating
daily in national surveys, an average of 1,600 calories for
women, 2,200 calories for adult men, and 2,800 calories
for active men, very active women, and teenage boys. We
assumed that these calorie levels were underestimates, but
we knew that people would have little trouble adding
more calories without the government’s help, if they
wanted them. People who satistied their nutritional needs
within these calorie levels were more likely to consume a
nutritionally adequate diet, an improvement over the sit-
uation in most national surveys.

Our new daily food guide would include a foundation
of five to nine servings of fruits and vegetables, two to
three of dairy, five to seven ounces of protein foods (meat,
poultry, fish, eggs, nuts, and beans), and two to three
servings of whole-grain breads, cereals, pasta, or rice. The
lower number of servings was for women and less active
men; the higher number was for teenage boys, active men,
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and very active women. Five servings of vegetables and
fruits could be easily satisfied by a large salad (two serv-
ings), one cup of cooked vegetables, six ounces of fruit
juice, and a medium apple, a not unreasonable combina-
tion. We also suggested four tablespoons of “good” fats
(olive, flaxseed, expeller cold-pressed vegetable oils) and
only limited amounts of refined carbohydrates. The guide
assumed fats would provide 30 percent of calories and sug-
ars no more than 10 percent of calories.

Using computer simulations, we modeled what typical
meals and snacks would look like based on the public’s eat-
ing patterns. The new guide, we demonstrated, would
have little or no significant negative economic impact on
consumers or the food industry in terms of food expendi-
tures. Armed with this data, we made the case for the new
guide to our top agency managers, showing that there
would be little or no adverse impact on the U.S. food sup-
ply or the public’s eating patterns and that the guide was
likely to improve the nutritional quality of diets overall.
Then something bizarre happened.

When the new food guide came back from review by
the office of the Secretary of Agriculture, changes had
been made to it. The number of servings in the whole
grains category had been altered from the original two to
three to six to eleven, and the words “whole grains” were
nowhere to be found. Dairy was now three to four serv-
ings, protein foods had become two to three servings, and
fats, oils, and sweets to “use moderately,” without further
explanation.

Whole grains along with vegetables and fruits formed
the nutritional core of the guide we proposed. There was
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good science to support that decision. Numerous studies
showed that in addition to making you feel fuller on fewer
calories, the fiber in whole grains and fresh fruits and
vegetables reduces the risks of cancer, heart disease, dia-
betes, high blood pressure, and stroke. The suggested serv-
ings of whole grains in our guide recognized the unique
health advantages fiber-rich foods conferred in functional
nutrition as well as antioxidants. Fiber-rich foods were
underrepresented in American diets, where typical grain
choices were white bread, processed breakfast cereals,
white pasta, hamburger rolls, pizza, bagels, doughnuts,
and white rice.

Whole grains provide complex carbohydrates, fiber, B
vitamins, especially folic acid, vitamin E, magnesium, and
other protective substances short in many diets. Refined
starches contain little or no fiber, vitamins, and minerals.
Although some vitamins and minerals are added back for
“enrichment” or “fortification” during processing, most
are not. We hoped the emphasis on whole grains would
shift consumption away from refined starch toward more
nutrient- and fiber-rich whole-grain breads and cereals,
brown rice, and whole-wheat pastas.

The alterations that were made to the new guide would
be disastrous, I told my boss, the agency director. These
changes would undermine the nutritional quality of eat-
ing patterns and increase risks for obesity and diabetes,
among other diseases. No one needs that much bread and
cereal in a day unless they are longshoremen or football
players, and it would be unhealthy for the rest of us, espe-
cially people who are sedentary or genetically prone to
obesity and diabetes. What’s more, bulking up on baked
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goods and pasta would knock other important foods out
of the diet—people won’t have room for less popular
fruits and vegetables, which are critical for improving
nutrient levels. At stake here, I told him, was nothing
short of the credibility and integrity of the USDA as a
source of reliable nutrition information.

Over my objections, the alterations were included and
the guide was finalized. I was told this was done in order
to keep the lid on the costs of the food stamp program.
Fruits and vegetables were expensive, much more expen-
sive than breads and cereals, and the added servings of
grains would, to some extent, offset the loss of nutrients
from fruits and vegetables, the head of our division told
me. However, the logic of that rationale escaped me.

Refined wheat products are what we called in the
nutrition trade “cheap carbos,” stomach-filling food pre-
ferred when other, higher quality foods are unavailable
or not affordable. They do little—if anything—to boost
the nutritional quality of people’s diets and tend to add
not only starch, but also fat and sugar to the diet. It was
curious that there had been no discussion of the cost con-
straints of the food stamp program in any previous dis-
cussion over the many months we had been working on
the guide. Intuitively, I knew I was being “played,” but
other than stalling and requesting additional outside
reviews I felt stymied.

Later, I remembered a Pan American Health Organiza-
tion (PAHO) nutrition survey I had participated in during
graduate school. One of our findings was a high rate of
obesity among women in a particular region of the Carib-
bean country we were working in that had the lowest
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employment and per capita income. It puzzled me that the
poorest region would have the most obese people until
one of the physicians on our team explained that the pre-
valence of obesity was consistent with what he called an
“impoverished diet,” too little nutritious food that caused
people to feel hungry all the time, and with only cheap
carbohydrates available to them, their hunger was never
appeased, so they ate and ate and became fatter and fatter.
Wias this inflated grain recommendation, I wondered, set-
ting us up for a third world obesity scenario in our own
country?

Historically, the food guide was used to calculate the
cost basis of the food stamps program. Did that mean we
needed to develop two different sets of standards for
nutrition, one for poor people and another for those bet-
ter off, or did it mean that what was affordable in the food
stamps program would determine what was best for the
rest of us? Neither of these Hobson’s choices could be jus-
tified on scientific or ethical grounds.

The changes that were made to the guide meant that
any food product containing wheat flour, from white
bread, Twinkies, Oreos, and bagels to pop toasters and
Reese’s Pufts, would be considered nutritionally equiva-
lent, which was not the case. With my protests falling on
deaf ears, the serving suggestions in the revised guide
were incorporated into the regulations for the food stamps
program, as well as the school breakfast and lunch, day
care, and all other feeding programs administered by the
USDA. Later, Congress set the serving amounts into leg-
islative “stone” so it would be against the law nof to serve
the expanded number of grain servings that were in the
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new guide, a change that meant a financial windfall for the
wheat industry.

The new rules for school lunch programs increased the
amount of bread and cereal products purchased for the
program by 80 percent. For children in grades K through
six, it meant eight daily servings of breads, cereals, and
pasta, and for grades seven through twelve, ten serv-
ings. For wheat growers, this meant an increase of 15
million bushels of wheat sold annually worth about $50
million and a retail sales boost of $350 million from
additional sales of cereals, breads, and snacks. That didn’t
include the extra sales resulting from the government-
subsidized food stamps program or revenues from the
industry’s own efforts to shift public consumption toward
more bread, pasta, and baked goods because of the new
recommendations.

Throughout the nineties, Americans increased their
consumption of refined grain products from record lows
in the 1970s to the six to eleven servings suggested in
the new guide. Whole grains, however, continued to be
underconsumed at less than one serving per person,
according to analysts at USDA’s Economic Research Ser-
vice (ERS). Consumer surveys told us why the public was
avoiding whole grains: limited ability to identity them;
higher prices; perceptions of inferior taste and palatabil-
ity; and lack of familiarity with whole-grain cooking
methods. These information gaps were easily remedied
but were not addressed by the USDA. Several years later,
as the director of an NIH-sponsored multicity supermar-
ket program, I was able to demonstrate that people were
not only eager for this information, but when they had it,
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they readily increased their consumption of fiber-rich
whole grains.

Choice of whole grains also is limited by what is avail-
able on supermarket shelves, in restaurants, and in fast-
foods outlets. These barriers were worse for low-income
consumers in central cities and sparsely populated rural
areas where food stores and product choices are more lim-
ited and cost constraints more severe.

Whole grains remain a challenge for U.S. consumers,
despite evidence that they are better nutritionally and
important for preventing heart disease and certain cancers.
It wasn’t until the 2005 edition of the Dietary Guidelines
for the United States that three daily servings of whole
grains were recommended by the government.

In the 1980s, Americans consumed an average of one
hundred forty-seven pounds of wheat flour and cereal
products yearly, but by 2000 we were consuming an aver-
age of two hundred pounds, an increase of more than 25
percent. According to the USDA’s food economists, that
converts to a little more than 10 and a half servings of
wheat products daily for each of us, the upper end of the
number of servings recommended in the pyramid guide.

The work of government scientists to develop the guide
in 1980 had been modified to soft-pedal health advice
designed to reduce risks for chronic disease. To my knowl-
edge, it was the first time in the hundred-year history of
USDA food guides that research-based dietary advice had
been so blatantly manipulated to bolster sales of agricul-
tural products.

During the Reagan years, government programs in
nutrition and public health were relegated to the “deep
freeze,” and century-old programs for tracking national
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food consumption trends were shut down. Was this to
hide from public attention the alarming trends in exces-
sive consumption of calories, fat, sugar, and other dietary
factors linked to disease? The food industry has its own
tracking surveys, so only American consumers were kept
in the dark by these subversions.

What's Wrong with Our Food?

Processed foods made for fast-food outlets and supermar-
kets are missing chemicals needed by pregnant women for
their fetus to develop a healthy brain, retina, and nervous
system. A diet made up of these foods is likely to be poor
in trace minerals, some B vitamins, dietary fiber, antiox-
idants, and omega-3 fatty acids, deficiencies that cause
behavioral problems in children and depression in adults.
In the past, our foods contained more of these essential
ingredients. Today, our diets are not only lacking in these
and other essentials, they also contain excessive amounts
of sugar, high fructose corn syrup, salt, MSG, saturated fat,
and trans-fatty acids, ingredients clinically proven to pro-
mote obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart prob-
lems, and cancers, according to international researchers
who have issued dramatic health warnings about the foods
we are marketing to the world.

Here is an example of a recent change in regulations by
the USDA to accommodate food industry demands. After
years of prodding by the Frozen Potato Institute, in June
2004, the USDA reclassified french fried potatoes, even
those that are batter-coated, as “fresh vegetables,” arguing
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that a fry is no less fresh than a waxed lemon. The new
regulation allows fries to be substituted for salads and veg-
etables in school lunch, day care, and other government-
subsidized feeding programs. The frozen potato product
industry 1s hoping that the change will help it recover
from the drop in U.S. consumption of about 3 percent
since 1996. A major reason for the decline is the attempt
by consumers to avoid “heart-unhealthy” trans-fatty acids
present in french fries along with the cancer-causing
chemical acrylamide, which is also found in breakfast
cereals, bakery products, and snack chips.

Swedish scientists in 2002 discovered significant
amounts of acrylamide in starchy foods after high-
temperature commercial frying, roasting, and baking,
including the most popular American foods consumed by
people of all ages. Foods with high levels included break-
fast cereals, potato and corn chips, french fries, bread,
rolls, pizza crust, cookies, and pastries. Levels greatly
exceeded the EPA allowance for the chemical in drinking
water. Another possible source of acrylamide, a potent
nerve toxin and probable carcinogen that also affects male
tertility, are from the residues of a widely used industrial
ingredient, polyacrylamide, in pesticide formulations and
soil treatments among other commercial uses. The UN
has called on governments to work with their food indus-
tries to significantly lower the level of acrylamide in
foods. International health agencies have urged the con-
sumption of more antioxidant-rich fresh fruits and veg-
etables to mitigate the damage from this and other toxic
food ingredients.

Now, USDA lunchroom managers or their vendors can
plate up fries as the vegetable of choice for school lunches,
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not what most of us would consider a healthy meal for
kids. The whole point of the school lunch program paid
for with our tax dollars was to introduce children to a
nutritious meal and instill healthy food habits they may
not learn at home. Do we need to pay schools to teach kids
to prefer french fries? The USDA seems to have lost its
way under the golden arches.

Nutrition and Politics

The conflict about who calls the shots in government
nutrition programs was apparent in the late sixties when
The Chemical Feast: The Nader Report on the FDA, dem-
onstrated that most of the information about food Amer-
icans received on national television falls outside of
mainstream nutrition recommendations. Americans were
given one set of rules about nutrition in schools and clin-
ics, most often in the form of the basic four food groups,
while on television, children were learning another set of
rules, the “basic four fun groups:” candy and chewing
gum, sugared cereals and snack foods, fast foods, and soft
drinks. The corporations with the biggest advertising
budgets were redefining what children, and probably a lot
of adults, thought they should eat and drink, and the mes-
sages were inconsistent with health recommendations.

In 1977, the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Nutri-
tion and Human Needs, chaired by Senator George
McGovern and aided by Harvard professors and their
public health graduate students, released the Dietary Goals
for the United States, suggesting limits on the amounts and
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types of protein, carbohydrates, fats, fatty acids, choles-
terol, sugars, and sodium Americans should eat to reduce
risks for chronic diseases that were (and still are) the lead-
ing causes of death and illness in the United States. The
publication created a furious reaction from nutritionists,
food and agriculture scientists, and food industry leaders.

Health experts and their Congressional allies called for
the USDA to shift away from advising the public to “eat
enough” and urging them to curtail consumption of
“problem nutrients” linked to degenerative diseases. From
the USDA’s food industry allies came word to hold the
line—maintain the traditional focus on healthy people and
nutritional adequacy and avoid “unproven” assertions
about diet and disease. Nutrition had finally come of age.
It was now center stage politically, embroiled in a culture
war that puts powerful lobby groups at loggerheads with
nutritionists and the USDA on the “hot seat.” Was the
USDA still the “people’s department,” as its nineteenth-
century charter declares or has it become the food and
agribusiness’s department, expected to toe the industry
line? How the USDA has handled this tug-of-war is dis-
appo