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Teen heart disease coming: Expert obesity doctor warns fat will soon overtake tobacco as a killer 

By Michael Friscolanti 

TORONTO - Obesity has become such "a crisis of historic proportion" that it is only a matter of time before it overtakes tobacco as the leading cause of premature and preventable death, a leading expert said yesterday. 

Dr. David L. Katz, an outspoken critic of fast-food culture and the high calories that go with it, said cases of obesity are growing so rapidly that some of today's children could be grappling with heart disease before their teenage years are even finished. 

"We live in a toxic nutritional environment of our own making," said Dr. Katz, speaking to colleagues at the annual Canadian Cardiovascular Congress. "It is a sea of calories in which we are drowning." 

So many people are drowning in that sea, he said, that decades worth of medical advances aimed at fighting heart disease and other ailments are in danger of being overrun. "The crisis shows no signs of improving any time soon," said Dr. Katz, the director of medical studies in public health at the Yale University School of Medicine. "We're all in the same big sinking ship, I'm afraid to say." 

Dr. Katz, a slight man who insists he only snacks on multi-grain bread and the odd piece of dried fruit, said the obesity epidemic is rooted in the simple fact that humans have not adapted since the pre-historic age when people hunted for their dinners. 

Food was scarce back then, and people burned thousands of calories in the physical act of finding their next meal. Today, Dr. Katz said, kids do little but lie on the couch and play video games in between visits to the kitchen. 

"We are designed for a very different world than we live in now," he said, comparing people's inability to adapt to that of a polar bear in the desert. "[But] we have not changed." 

During his 90-minute presentation, Dr. Katz painted a disturbing picture of today's high-speed, high-calorie world. Burger King drive-throughs beckon us at every corner. Schools are lined with vending machines. Even yesterday's conference was chock full of sweet tables and sodas -- an irony not lost on Dr. Katz. 

"The toll of this is enormous," he said. "Children growing up in the U.S., and soon Canada, are the first cohort in modern memory looking at a shorter life expectancy than their parents because of epidemic obesity and diabetes." 

Today, about one in 10 Canadian children is overweight -- a number that has almost tripled since the mid-1980s. 

Between 65% and 80% of Americans are either obese or overweight, he said. 

The latest estimates suggest roughly 1.05 billion people worldwide are overweight or obese, the vast majority of whom are in the Western hemisphere. Interestingly, though, the highest increases in obesity rates are in China and India, markets where processed fast food was only recently introduced. 

Last year alone, more than 300,000 people in the United States died prematurely as a result of obesity. According to the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada, which sponsored yesterday's lecture, only 20% of Canadian children aged 6 to 12 eat the recommended daily amount of fruit and vegetables, and only half those children are active. 

Unless steps are immediately taken to address the problem, Dr. Katz said, more and more children will develop Type 2 diabetes, which often leads to cardiovascular disease. 

Dr. Katz, brushing aside fad diets that appear on the market, urged parents to take a common sense approach to their children's health. Parents, he said, should scrutinize food labels, encourage their children to exercise, and stop using threats like: "Finish your food. There are starving children in China." 

"It is time to put less food on the plates of our children," said Dr. Katz, noting that the average dinner plate has grown by 40% since the Second World War. 

Policy-makers have to play just as important a role as parents, Dr. Katz said. They should ban junk food in schools and legislate more physical education, he said. Dalton McGuinty, the Ontario Premier, has promised his new Liberal government will ban junk food from schools. 

Dr. Katz said make food packaging should be easier to understand, and suggested that governments create a colour-coded label system -- green being healthy; red being unhealthy -- that allows consumers to easily recognize how fatty something is before they ever toss it in the grocery cart. 

He also implicitly criticized governments for largely ignoring a problem that although significant, has not drawn nearly the amount of attention as other medical crises, such as SARS. 

"We tend to exaggerate the exotic risks," he said after his presentation, noting the worldwide death toll from SARS is nowhere near the same as obesity-related deaths. "[Obesity] is a tremendously compelling crisis. The things we have done up to today have not worked." 
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