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Food Policy Hearing on January 22, 2010 

Testimony of Ana Garcia, Senior Policy Associate 
 
The New York Academy of Medicine (NYAM) has been advancing the health of people in cities 

since 1847. An independent organization, NYAM addresses the health challenges facing the world’s 

urban populations through interdisciplinary approaches to research, education, community 

engagement, and policy leadership. Our current priorities include creating environments that support 

healthy aging; strengthening systems that prevent disease and promote the public’s health; and 

working to eliminate health disparities. 

NYAM encourages policy approaches to health improvement, including calorie labeling, a trans fat 

ban, and a sugared-beverage tax for New York State. These policies have been shown to contribute 

toward making a healthier food environment, one where the healthy choice is an easy choice. 

• Calorie labeling addresses the fact that most consumers underestimate the caloric content 

of foods and that half the adults in the United States say nutrition information influences 

what they purchase.i Requiring chain restaurants to post the caloric content of menu items 

allows consumers to make the same kind of informed decisions they can make when 

purchasing packaged food items. We note that as with packaged foods, it may be helpful to 

post the recommended daily caloric requirements for an average adult. A recent study 

showed that this additional information helps curb calorie consumption more than calorie-

posting alone.ii We suspect that this may enhance the effectiveness of calorie-labeling for 

people with less information about good nutrition practices. 

• A ban against the use of trans fat in food production, as already implemented in Albany 

and New York City, eliminates a hidden danger that doctors warn patients about but 

consumers have little control over when they eat out. Trans fat is an unnecessary ingredient 
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that increases the risk for heart disease. The Institute of Medicine, the USDA, the American 

Heart Association, and other organizations recommend limiting trans fat intake. We support 

a trans fat ban to enable people to limit their intake. 

• We also strongly support a sugar-sweetened beverage tax. While children and adults are 

on average consuming more than 170 calories per day from sugared beverages,iii no one 

needs to consume soda any more than they need to consume alcohol or cigarettes. Sugared 

soda and other sweetened drinks hold no nutritional value and, particularly among children 

and adolescents, often displace the intake of healthier beverages such as milk.iv Sugared 

beverages are highly accessible thanks to their presence in every convenience store and 

supermarket as well as to their low cost. Structural interventions like taxes have worked to 

reduce the consumption of tobacco, particularly among young people,v vi and the evidence 

indicates that pricing interventions may have some impact on weight outcomes, particularly 

for children and adolescents, low-income populations and those most at risk for 

overweight.vii Reducing sugared-beverage consumption may also have positive effects on 

oral health. At a minimum, the soda tax, like calorie-labeling, will draw attention to the issue 

of added sugar in our diets. It will also raise much-needed revenue that could support New 

York’s public health system. 

As the Senate develops its proposals to enact these policies, NYAM would like to acknowledge that 

to a large extent, the vehicles through which we are hoping to transform the food environment are 

our local small businesses. Given the recession and the significant role of bodegas, groceries, 

restaurants, and bakeries on our local economies, food policy legislation should proceed in 

consultation with small business owners and should include the training, funding, and technical 

assistance they may need. For example: 

• New York City’s calorie-labeling has been supported by a compliance guide for business-

owners.  

• Both New York City and Albany offer web and print resources and a telephone helpline to 

help businesses remove trans fat. The New York City health department also helped identify 

suppliers of trans fat alternatives and monitored for any potential price-gouging in the sale of 

trans fat alternatives.viii 
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• As we move toward a sugar-sweetened beverage tax, there should be consultation with small 

businesses regarding administration of the tax and to help them identify appropriate 

alternative products to sell. 

Healthy individuals are only possible in healthy neighborhoods, and healthy neighborhoods need 

healthy, viable businesses.  

Lastly, NYAM would like to acknowledge that the Governor, in his proposal for a sugar-sweetened 

beverage tax, indicated that revenue from such a tax should go toward the health care system. This is 

a logical allocation. NYAM urges that revenue-allocations particularly emphasize investment in 

public health and community-based health interventions, as these are critical for long-lasting health 

promotion and disease prevention. NYAM contributed to a report with Trust for America’s Health 

that found that New York State could realize a return of $7 in health care savings for every $1 

invested in community-based interventions to prevent chronic disease.ix 

NYAM applauds the Senate for considering progressive, policy-oriented approaches to improving 

the health of New Yorkers. The balance of the evidence says policy and environmental changes of 

this kind raise awareness of the harmfulness of these substances and discourages their consumption. 

Several New York counties have begun to move in this direction. It is only right that the entire state 

benefit from these policies and that we help small business and communities make the transition to 

healthier practices.  

### 

For more information, please contact Ana Garcia at agarcia@nyam.org 212-419-3536. 
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