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Thank you for the opportunity to speak on such an important issue today.  I am Dr. Maureen Storey, Director of the Center for Food and Nutrition Policy (CFNP) of Virginia Tech in Alexandria, VA.  The Center is an independent, non-profit research and education organization that is dedicated to advancing rational, science-based food and nutrition policy.  At the Center, we conduct research and other activities on current and oftentimes controversial food and nutrition policy issues.  Encompassed in the Center’s activities on nutrition policy are its interests in policy and regulatory issues involving dietary guidance, food labels, and obesity.

The Center recognizes the difficult, but essential task FDA faces when asking the question found in the Federal Register (Docket # 2003N-0338): “Based on the scientific evidence available today, what are the most important things that FDA could do that would make a significant difference in efforts to address the problem of overweight and obesity?”  Therefore, the Center would like to address this question with a few comments and suggestions on the very important issue of obesity in the U.S. 

In July 2003, FDA issued guidance to the industry and interim procedures for making qualified health claims on human foods and dietary supplements.  The Center urges FDA to establish a similar rigorous framework for evaluating the “weight of evidence” in forming regulations, guidances, educational campaigns, or research agendas that are within FDA’s scope of responsibility in addressing the issue of overweight and obesity in the American population.  

Undoubtedly excess body weight is the result of an imbalance between energy consumed (calories) and energy expended.  But one must be aware too that there are both modifiable and non-modifiable factors that contribute to one’s susceptibility to becoming overweight.  Non-modifiable risk factors for overweight include genetics, race/ethnicity, age, and gender.  For example in various studies, black women tended to gain more weight in the perimenopause than white women did.  Also, advancing age appears to be related to increased body weight even among healthy, active men and women.  Modifiable risk factors, on the other hand, are those that include lifestyle habits such as, levels of physical activity and diet.  Overall, non-modifiable risk factors appear to be the strongest determinants for overweight among children and adolescents as well as adults.    

This is not to say that modifiable factors should be ignored; physical activity appears to be an important lifestyle component that may help prevent, or at least slow, unhealthy weight gain among children, adolescents, and adults.  In a CDC conducted longitudinal survey of a group of 9-13 year olds, 61.5% did not participate in organized physical activities and 22.6% did not participate in any physical activity during their non-school hours.  Physical activity is a must for all consumer communications if FDA and other federal agencies responsible for public health are to succeed in stemming rising obesity.     

At the same time, few changes are needed to the Nutrition Facts Panel in order to combat obesity.  Again, energy expenditure must be balanced with energy (calorie) intake to maintain a healthy weight.  Consumers then must have the information available to properly assess caloric intake from foods consumed.  In response to research suggesting an important link between diet and health and therefore a greater demand for nutrition information on food packages, the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act (NLEA) of 1990 mandated that nearly all FDA-regulated food packages display nutrient content—including calorie content—per serving of food.  Information, however, does not necessarily mean that consumers will have the education to make healthy decisions or even choose to do so.  Thus nutrition education is a necessity.    

Thus in closing, the Center urges FDA to:

1. use an evidence-based evaluation of the currently available science to determine the most important factors in the development of overweight and obesity;

2. develop a framework to address the issues within the scope of FDA’s mission and responsibility;

3. establish and amend regulations based on the strength of the evidence;

4. begin an education campaign that helps consumers understand the nutrition label; and

5. collaborate with the Department of Education to institute age-appropriate nutrition education curricula in elementary, middle, and high schools

Thank you very much for your time.  I hope these comments are of some use and that together we can actively address this most serious issue of overweight and obesity.

