
sweetener, high fructose corn syrup (HFCS) and the
“super-sizing” of fast food have contributed to the
nation’s soaring rates of obesity and diabetes.

If you look at the list of ingredients in most soft
drinks and processed foods these days, often the very
first one is high fructose corn syrup (HFCS in food
industry lingo), a byproduct of corn production.
Generous federal subsidies to corn growers, such as
those passed in last year’s national Farm Bill, have
dramatically lowered the cost of HFCS, making it
extremely attractive to food makers. 

The shift from pricier sugar to dirt-cheap HFCS has
helped to create an explosion of low-cost snack foods
that began in the 1970s and continues today. It has
also turned the super-sizing of sodas and other nutri-

tionally deficient junk foods into an
extremely profitable marketing scheme,

as adding more HFCS costs manufactur-
ers mere pennies. 

Critser notes that HFCS consumption
now constitutes nine percent of the

average individual’s daily
energy intake (and up to 20
percent of the average
child’s diet). This has
prompted scientists to

examine whether
increased HFCS
intake itself may
have led to elevated

rates of obesity, not merely
through increased calories,
but through a variety of com-
plex chemical reactions it
stimulates in the human body.

One recent study concluded
that consumption of

HFCS-swee t ened
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Book review by Michele Simon

FAT LAND
How Americans Became the
Fattest People in the World
By Greg Critser
232 pp. Boston
Houghton Mifflin Company. $24

As a nutrition advocate, I proba-
bly spend more time than the
average person staying on top of

the latest reports about food and nutri-
tion. So when a book claiming to explain
“how Americans became the fattest peo-
ple in the world” came along, I was quite
eager to see what journalist Greg
Critser had to say.

Fat Land starts out promis-
ingly, presenting much fasci-
nating and often surprising
information. However, in the
end, it left me unsatisfied, a
little annoyed, and ulti-
mately disappointed that
the subtitle’s promise was
never quite fulfilled.

But I am getting ahead of
myself. First let me tell
you what I liked about
Fat Land: For one, its
analysis of how the
widespread use of the
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could afford a gym membership, they too could lose
weight just like he did.

Indeed, at times Critser seems intent on chalking up
the nation’s ever-widening girth to declining levels of
physical activity alone. He spends much time talking
about the lowering of standards for physical education
in public schools. In looking for a model exercise pro-
gram, the best idea he can find is one that combines
video games and exercise bikes. But how many school
districts can afford that? And what happens when the
kids are away from school? Where and how will they
get their exercise?

In the end, a lack of viable solutions is the biggest
letdown of Critser’s book. For example, while he is
right to point to the decline in physical activity  as a
major cause of health problems among Americans,
this emphasis results in recommendations that sound a
little too much like the “personal responsibility”
mantra favored by food industry executives and con-
servative politicians. In fact, quite surprisingly, given
his professed sensitivity to the connection between
poverty and health, Critser actually ends the book
with this empty prescription: “How we get out of that
hell depends not upon prayer, but rather upon a new
sense of collective will — and individual willpower.” 

Some reviewers have favorably compared Fat Land
to Eric Schlosser’s best-selling Fast Food Nation.
However, Critser’s writing does not measure up to the
high standards of investigative journalism that mark
Schlosser’s chilling exposé of a greedy industry. Nor
does it approach the level of academic scholarship
found in Marion Nestle’s recent book, Food Politics .
Both Fast Food Nation and Food Politics are far more

continued from previous page
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drinks is associated with obesity in children.
Perhaps the most frightening thing about HFCS is

what’s unknown about it. HFCS is essentially an
experimental chemical not found in nature that has
been unleashed into the food supply without sufficient
knowledge of its safety. Exactly why our nutrition
policymakers have been largely uninterested in taking
a closer look at the potential dangers is one of many
questions raised, but left unanswered, by Fat Land.

Critser is also at his most insightful when he takes
on the media and exposes the nutrition misinforma-
tion they’ve perpetuated over the years. For example,
he explains how the national weight control guide-
lines have been influenced by food industry scientists
and pressure groups eager to massage the data to
assure more relaxed standards. Not surprisingly, the
American press has tended to accept official pro-
nouncements about the weight guidelines at face
value, giving little thought to the politics behind them. 

Much has been made of Critser’s impeccable scien-
tific reporting and yes, he does offer impressive,
extremely detailed descriptions — for example, of
exactly how diabetes takes it toll on the body.
Interesting but not very useful, I’m afraid.

Critser’s discussion of the relationship between
poverty and diet-related health problems is also dis-
appointing. While he offers lots of disturbing statis-
tics showing how the incidence of obesity and other
disorders is disproportionately higher among low-
income communities, he fails to attribute this prob-
lem to the poor’s lack of access to healthy food.
Instead, he seems to think that if only poor people
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illuminating accounts of  how we got into the mess
we’re in now, and also offer some solutions.

I got the sense that Critser wrote Fat Land not to
change the world, but rather to satisfy his own curios-
ity. Thus, we’re treated to somewhat random, albeit
entertaining, tales of research politics, in-depth nutri-
tion science reporting, and miscellaneous social com-
mentary, the sum of which never quite adds up to
much more than a good read.

Unlike Fat Land, books like Fast Food Nation and
Food Politics lay the blame squarely where it belongs:
at the feet of a mighty food industry that peddles junk

food by the truckload to a nation whose knowledge of
nutrition has been largely shaped by these very mar-
keters. And while Critser does call some attention to
controversial policies such as school soda contracts, he
is clearly not interested in providing a comprehensive
analysis of Big Food’s enormous leverage over gov-
ernment nutrition policy. In short, what’s missing from
Critser’s book is a more complete account of just how
America has become the fattest nation on the planet,
along with viable proposals for fixing this problem.

Some might argue that my standards are too high
and that for someone new to the issue, Fat Land has
plenty to offer. That may be true. For those who know
very little about this topic, I’d say, sure, you’ve got
nothing to lose by reading it. But if you’re interested
in getting a more well-rounded picture, just don’t
make it the only resource you consult. If you already
consider yourself something of an expert, then Fat
Land is still worth a skim for material that might be
new to you. Just don’t expect too many answers.

NATURALLY
FUNNY 

COMEDY SHOW
Earth Day Edition

Featuring Planet-friendly Desserts
(We promise, they taste really, really good)

Extra Special Bonus:
Humorous Live Auction 
(Because we like the hypocrisy of
shopping at an Earth Day event.)

If you’ve been kicking yourself for missing CIFC’s 
first, wildly successful comedy fundraiser, or if you 
were there and are a just glutton for punishment, 
here’s your next chance. Come and enjoy the Bay 
Area’s funniest comedians as they take on politics, 
the environment, excess consumerism, fast food, 
and other stomach aches. 

Whether you laugh until you cry, eat until you’re 
stuffed, or shop until you’re broke, we guarantee 
you’ll have fun while supporting a great cause. 

	 Date:	 Saturday, April 26, 2003 
	 Time:	 Desserts at 7pm and show at 8pm
	 Location:	 First Unitarian Church of Oakland, 	 	
	685 14th Street, at Castro Street, Oakland. Near 
12th St. BART. Visit www.uuoakland.org or call 	 	
	510.893.6129 for directions.
	 Donation:	 $20 in advance (tickets held at door)
	 	 $25 at door
	Reservations:	 Visit www.informedeating.org or call 
510.465.0322. Or send check to CIFC, POB 16053, 
Oakland, CA 94610.

Proceeds to benefit the Center for Informed Food Choices, 
promoting the insanely funny idea that a more just, sustainable, 
and humane food system is possible.
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ing the prospect that the pharma-
ceutical crop had mingled with the
food crop.”

The discovery led USDA investi-
gators to order the lockdown of the
Aurora warehouse, and prompted
Greenpeace and other agribusiness
watchdogs to sound the alarm about
the perils of biopharming. Nichols
quotes Mark Ritchie, president of
the Institute for Agriculture and
Trade Policy, who declared the
Aurora incident the Three Mile
Island of biotech. “We’re at the ear-

liest stage of the attempt to geneti-
cally engineer corn plants to make
them factories for producing pow-
erful and potentially dangerous
drugs, and already we have exam-
ples of contamination of food
crops. This is scary stuff.”

Soon, says Nichols, plants that
have been genetically engineered to
generate everything from AIDS
vaccines to blood-clotting agents to
digestive enzymes to industrial
adhesives could routinely find their
way onto the nation’s dinner plates.
While the prospect of a food supply

on drugs has environmentalists
more than a little concerned, the
biotech industry is salivating over
the idea of a biopharmed future.
Biopharmaceutical firms would
like the public to believe that their
desire to produce drug-laden food
crops springs from purely humani-
tarian impulses, but critics point to
a more likely motive: huge profits.
Bill Freese, a policy analyst with
Friends of the Earth, maintains that
companies like ProdiGene,
Monsanto, and Dow Chemical
“talk a great deal about the benefits
for society. But it’s really the eco-
nomics that attract them. They
think they can grow drugs more
cheaply and have lower production
costs than if they were produced in
factories.”

Luckily for them, the Bush
White House and the Republican-
controlled Congress have no plans
to hinder their agenda; in fact,
observes Nichols, when it comes
to biopharming, they have consis-
tently favored internal “voluntary”
regulation over external rules.
Thanks to this hands-off policy,
industry should have an easy time
replacing expensive pharmaceuti-
cal laboratories and factories with
hundreds of thousands of acres
dedicated to pharmaceutical corn
and soybeans. While the agri-phar-
maceutical companies stand to be
rewarded with handsome multibil-
lion-dollar returns, unwitting con-
sumers of drug-laced foods may
not fare as well.
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So proclaimed a banner
unfurled by Greenpeace cam-
paigners last fall. The activists

were in Aurora, Nebraska, to draw
attention to a warehouse filled with
500,000 bushels of food-grade soy-
beans that had been contaminated
with remnants of “pharmaceutical”
corn produced with seeds from
ProdiGene, a Texas biotech compa-
ny. According to John Nichols,
Washington correspondent for The
Nation, the events leading up to the
discovery of the tainted food cache
had all the hallmarks of a “dystopi-
an science fiction story.”

Nichols’ illuminating and chilling
account, published in The Nation’s
December 30, 2002 issue, begins in
Hamilton County, Nebraska, where
a local farmer had quietly planted a
test plot of ProdiGene seeds genet-
ically engineered to produce corn
containing potent drugs for the
treatment of diarrhea in pigs. Later
that year, he harvested soybeans for
human consumption from the same
field and shipped them off to the
Aurora warehouse, where they
commingled with other soybeans
destined for America’s food mar-
kets. And that’s exactly where they
would have wound up were it not
for a fortuitous routine inspection
by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA). The agency,
says Nichols, found that “corn
plants that should have been com-
pletely removed were still growing
in the field from which the soy-
beans had been harvested — rais-

This is Your Food on Drugs

The biotech
industry is
salivating

over a
biopharmed

future.



The food science wizards at
the University of Wisconsin-
Madison have discovered a

technique that would “stop con-
sumers from finding that murky
liquid at the surface of their
yogurt.” To combat this pesky
problem, commercial yogurt mak-
ers typically add stabilizers and
pectin to decrease the whey con-
tent. The new, improved method
involves simply lowering the tem-

perature dur-
ing the fer-
m e n t a t i o n
p r o c e s s ,
which appar-
ently creates
fewer surface
“defects.” It’s
comforting to
know that our
best and

brightest scientific minds are gain-
fully employed. 

Source: Just-food.com, 2/21/03

In an effort to save on rising feed
costs, cows in Pennsylvania are
being fed a steady diet of potato

chips, cheese curls, and pretzels.
Industry experts say that feeding
livestock discarded human food
saves money and helps the environ-
ment. And hey, the cows are eating

locally. Hawaiian cattle get
processed pineapple scraps, Kansas
heifers feast on sunflower seed
hulls, and Nebraska and California

cows eat sugar beet pulp. Farmer
Dwight Hess feeds his cattle cereals
from a local Kellogg’s plant in
Pennsylvania, in addition to choco-
late and peanut butter for the fat and
protein. “It’s senseless, putting a
very high-quality, human-grade
food product into a landfill,” he
said. “We’re producing a premium
product and I’m proud of what we
do.” Does he sound a tad defensive?

Source: Associated Press, 2/3/03

If you’re giving up meat for
Lent, have no fear; the fast
food industry is coming to the

rescue. Church’s Chicken is
offering Shrimp Crunchers, a
new product featuring big pieces
of shrimp covered with an herb-
breadcrumb batter. Shrimp
Crunchers is a limited-time offer
(so hurry!) and will be served at
Church’s Chicken restaurants in
the U.S. and Puerto Rico through
the Lenten season. Talk about
ultra-niche marketing!

Source: Church’s Chicken Press
Release, Yahoo Finance, 2/20/03

Aquiet revolution is under
way in the world of flavor
research, blending chem-

istry, molecular biology, and
genetics to trick your brain into
believing you’re eating something
you’re not. The New Jersey-based
Linguagen Corporation has
received a U.S. patent for the first
chemical known to inhibit the
taste of bitterness by altering
human perception, instead of fla-
vor. But before creating a world
where broccoli tastes like choco-
late, researchers still have a few

kinks to work out. Apparently,
adding too much of the chemical
to coffee has one minor drawback:
it generates the taste of raw fish in
your mouth. 

Source: The Globe and Mail,
2/1/03
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Moo-ve over e-Moo and
Milk Chugs. The clever
beverage industry’s lat-

est attempt to jump on the “milk
is cool” bandwagon comes in the
form of carbonated milk drinks
called Crazy Cow Sparkling
Milk. Brought to you by Cadbury
Schweppes, no stranger to the
world of bubbly canned sodas,
the manufacturer calls its new
product “a refreshing fat free
effervescent beverage that is a
healthy alternative to soda.”
Targeted to children, (surprise!) it
comes in “energy cans with cow
related fun graphics” and is
“available in three exciting fla-
vors, Lemon-Vanilla Ice,
Strawberry Chill, and Orange
Cream.” And as if that weren’t
enough, Crazy Cow Sparkling
Milk is currently the only shelf
stable carbonated milk drink in
the nation! Too bad the health
consequences of drinking sugar-
laden cow’s milk are nothing to
celebrate.

Source: Cadbury Schweppes
Press Release, 02/05/03

In a legal battle destined for
Supreme Court review,
Tampa-based Checkers

Drive-In Restaurants is being
sued over its “You Gotta Eat”
advertising campaign by New
York–based YouGottaEat, Inc.,
owner of a Web site that offers
discounts at various Manhattan
eateries. You see, the guide

YouGottaEat is upset because it
owns the U.S. trademark for the
three words without spaces in
between them. But the hamburg-
er chain wants to trademark its
campaign, which uses spaces
between the words. According to
Checkers, YouGottaEat asked for
a substantial amount to avoid
legal action; naturally. Given that
marketing messages encouraging
people to eat more are partly to
blame for America’s rising obesi-
ty epidemic, they’ve both gotta
lotta nerve.

Source: St. Petersburg Times,
2/21/03

U

The U.S. Department of
Agriculture announced in
January that it’s selling

remaining government sugar
supplies and increasing allot-
ments to boost the domestic
sugar supply. (Who knew we had
a sugar shortage?) The USDA
said it would immediately put
a r o u n d
185,000 short
tons of fed-
eral sugar
supplies up
for sale.
According
to the
American
S u g a r
Alliance,
the govern-
ment could make a big profit
from the sale. Gee, wonder
where those extra dollars will go:
nutrition education or military-
industrial complex?

Source: Just-food.com, 1/13/03

In a move sure to make vege-
tarian advocates proud of their
influence, the National

Cattlemen’s Beef Association has
responded to the growing popular-

ity of vegetarianism among
teenage girls by creating a Web
site called “Cool 2B Real.”
Attempting to associate meat eat-
ing with hipness, the site invites
girls to “keep it real” by loading
up on beef, preferably three or
four times a day. Visitors can
check out lots of meaty recipes,
and share them with their “real
friends” in e-cards and chat
rooms; real unhealthy.

Source: Time, 1/30/03
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The New York Times recently
ran a revealing and disquiet-
ing article about injured

Central American banana workers
who have taken the giants of the
chemical and fruit industries to
court, only to be frustrated by the
slippery legal tactics employed by
those corporations. The January 18,
2003 piece noted that the workers
are attempting to sue companies
like Shell Oil, Dow Chemical, Dole,
Del Monte, and Chiquita over
injuries they say they sustained after
working in and around the pesticide
DBCP. The compound was banned
by the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency in 1979, after it
was found to cause sterility and an
increased risk of cancer and genetic
damage in humans.

The banana workers have been
trying to win compensation from
fruit growers and chemical manu-

facturers for harm caused by DBCP
exposure — including sterility, can-
cer, and birth defects in children —
for the last two decades. Until
recently, their efforts have been
confined to jurisdictions outside the
U.S., where the accused companies
have been largely successful at
absolving themselves of any liabili-
ty. However, in January a ruling by
a federal judge in New Orleans
paved the way for 3,000 Central
American banana workers to file a
multimillion-dollar lawsuit against
banana growers and DBCP manu-
facturers, making it the first such
case to be tried in the U.S. Also in
January, the U.S. Supreme Court
heard arguments on whether or not
other DBCP lawsuits should go for-
ward in state courts.

The American lawsuits accuse
DBCP makers of shipping their
product to foreign banana planta-

tions, where employers often
allowed farm laborers to use it with-
out the benefit of proper protective
gear or warnings about its dangers.
They also charge that the corpora-
tions were aware of DBCP’s harm-
ful effects for years — even before
the 1979 U.S. ban — and that some
fruit companies were using it as late
as 1985.

Similar legal initiatives under-
taken outside the U.S. have been
readily fended off by corporate
defendants. Taking advantage of
the antiquated legal structures in
many Central American countries,
which are not set up to handle
extremely technical class-action
cases involving thousands of
plaintiffs, corporate lawyers have
succeeded in getting many of the
cases dismissed, or have settled
them for puny sums. In a 1997

continued on next page
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judgment, for example, 26,000
former banana workers exposed to
DBCP in Central America, Africa,
and the Philippines went home
with an average of $1,500 each. A
1992 settlement in Costa Rica
awarded an anemic $20 million to
1,000 workers.

Bucking this trend, Nicaraguan
courts have recently begun granting
hundreds of millions of dollars in
damages to banana workers, largely
as a result of a law passed in 2000
that has made it easier for DBCP
victims to file claims. The law has
been vociferously attacked by the
Bush State Department, which has
deemed it a hindrance to foreign
investment in the country.
Nevertheless, in January a Managua

court ordered Shell, Dole, and Dow
to pay $489.4 million to 450 injured
banana workers. The companies
declined to participate in the trial

and refused to pay, arguing that
Nicaraguan courts have no jurisdic-
tion over U.S.-based firms. 

If the American DBCP lawsuits
go forward, corporate attorneys are
likely to turn this argument on its
head and claim that domestic courts

cannot hold U.S. companies
accountable for alleged actions
abroad. Tragically, all of this convo-
luted legal maneuvering is likely to

keep the bank accounts of huge
chemical and agribusiness con-
glomerates well padded while deny-
ing just compensation to workers
who have suffered terribly at the
hands of a recklessly used carcino-
genic and mutagenic pesticide.
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Banana workers have been
trying to win compesation

from fruitgrowers and
chemical manufacturers
for the last two decades.


