Down East Eating
by
Eyes Right 
Houlton, ME – While visiting different parts of our nation, I always like to read the local newspapers.  Here, on the border of New Brunswick, in the far northeastern part of the state, one article in the local paper featured a lengthy article "Report:  Maine fattest in region, 23rd in US."  Based on completely anecdotal visits to several nearby towns, I would have to report that, as in all low income regions of our country, there is considerable obesity.  The condition seems to affect all age groups equally: toddlers, teens, 20's and 30's, middle age folks, and seniors.

My quarrel with the article is the ranking part.  Near the end of the story, the author mentions that the data was obtained from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, a.k.a, the CDC, the federal health mega-agency in Atlanta.  There is no discussion, of course, of how the CDC came to this determination.  It is simply presented as gospel truth.  Was this "data" gathered from personal health information from doctor's offices?  Was it questionnaires mailed to individual households?  Just exactly how does a federal agency obtain the accurate weight of sufficient citizens of all ages to make these state-by-state comparisons?  The results published by CDC make great news stories, particularly on slow news days when the U.S. is not threatening to sling missiles at another country or the local School Board is between sex scandals.  My point is that these rankings are basically fantasy, at least in terms of any measure of scientific validity.  As I have written many times in the past, there is no doubt that our country has a major obesity problem, that it is growing, and that it is probably the most significant long-term health issue facing America today.  But it does little good to point fingers at one region (often the states in the South) as primary culprits.  If there is any correlation, it is socio-economic.

Tackling this obesity epidemic has proven to be problematic.  Few politicians who fancy re-election are willing to touch this third rail.   No one likes to be called out on their weight, and these folks do vote!  Mayor Bloomberg of New York City felt safe to take some steps to lessen obesity, but only because he had already made it clear he was not running for office again.  Although his attempts to restrict food choices were labeled as heavy-handed (no pun intended), he continued to push for size limits on sugary drinks.  Ultimately, his efforts became the butt (again, no pun intended) of late night comics and were overturned by legal challenges.  No other national politician has attempted to even suggest that Americans should lose weight, although Michelle Obama, in the safe role as wife of the President, has taken the lead on forcing school districts, via the federal bureaucracy, to lessen the caloric content of school lunches.

What is likely to happen is that pressure will be exerted by the federal government once the rollout of the Affordable Care Act (a.k.a., ObamaCare) is completed.  When you turn over responsibility for your health care to someone else, then that entity can now mandate lifestyle choices if you wish to continue to receive services.  Just ask those serving in the military about how each member must annually pass a physical fitness test or face punitive measures.  On a more trivial note, ask that same serviceperson about their hairstyle choices as opposed to someone not in the military.  The lesson is that once you accept benefits provided by someone else, you are now under their rules - and you may not like those rules.  

Of course, it is early in this national health care saga, so stay tuned.  Meanwhile, if you live in Colorado, feel a bit smug.  The residents there are ranked the least fat - but, don't get too comfortable.  According to my rankings, you Coloradans are most likely to be burned to death in a forest fire and/or eaten by a bear!

I thought you might like to know.
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