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Good Morning Chairwoman Fargo, Chairman Sánchez, and members of the committee.    My name is Valerie Bassett, and I am the Executive Director of the Massachusetts Public Health Association. 

Today I will be testifying on behalf of three bills with a common goal: to create equal access to affordable healthy food for all Massachusetts residents, and thereby to reduce severe health disparities related to obesity and chronic diseases such as diabetes.  By making the healthy choice the easy choice for all residents, obesity, overweight and much chronic disease can be prevented. In order to accomplish that, today, I am asking for your support for H2107, the Local Farm Products Bill, H2092, the School Nutrition Bill, and H3595 the Trans Fat Bill.
It is a sad reality in our state – and across the nation – that it is nearly impossible in some communities to buy healthy affordable food.  These communities tend to be low income – both urban and rural – and communities of color, and it is no surprise that we find much higher rates of obesity in these communities and the chronic diseases associated with obesity – including diabetes, asthma, heart disease, and cancer.  In an affluent state like Massachusetts with a long tradition of leading the way on equal opportunity for all, this reality must be taken as a call to action.

If fairness and justice for all is not sufficient motivation to tackle this problem, then money should be.  Health care costs associated with obesity and chronic disease are tremendous and continue to take up more and more of our health care spending – on conditions which are largely preventable.  Massachusetts spent over $1.8 billion in medical care for obesity-related diseases in 2007, according to a CDC study. To look at diabetes alone, the rate of diabetes has tripled since 1980.  The cost of diabetes care averages $6,000 per person per year, not to mention the costs of millions of lost work and school days.  If we don’t turn around this epidemic, our health care system will not be able to withstand the weight of these crippling numbers.

So how do we move forward?  We can spend years trying to educate people about healthy dietary habits, but when it comes down to it, if the only cheap, accessible options are unhealthy, our efforts will be wasted.  So while health education is beneficial to everyone, it cannot be the only solution.  We must change the environments in which people get their food in order to ensure that healthy options are readily accessible.  The three bills I am supporting today represent meaningful steps that can be taken in the short term with little or no cost.  
I am going to very briefly describe these three bills, and then I will turn it over to my colleagues to speak at greater length about the specific details and benefits.

First, H2107, the Local Farm Products Bill will make it easier for public schools, colleges, and universities to contract with Massachusetts farmers for fresh local produce and other farm products, creating better access to healthy food for students and supporting Massachusetts’ agriculture economy.    The evidence is clear that when local farms sell direct to schools, students eat more fruits and vegetables, try healthier options, and local farmers can generate a significant and stable source of income.
Second, H2092, the School Nutrition Bill, requires that food sold in school vending machines and a la carte lines meets basic nutritional requirements per guidelines by the nationally-recognized Institute of Medicine.  Given that students eat up to 2/3 of their calories in school and that students learn lessons for life during their school years, it is vital that schools provide a healthy source of calories in order to promote healthy, thriving bodies and minds.
Third and finally, H3595, the Trans Fat Bill, would ban the use of artificial trans fats in commercial food preparation in chain restaurants.  The effect of trans fat on cardiovascular health is devastating – leading to a perfect storm of increased unhealthy cholesterol, decreased healthy cholesterol, and highly increased risk of coronary heart disease.  Artificial trans fat is replaceable by healthy products, and has already been done by several national chains.  In New York City, where a ban went into effect in 2007, after just 5 months, compliance rates were at 97%.  

These bills alone will not completely reverse the trends in obesity and chronic disease, nor completely eliminate the inequities in access to healthy food.  But together, they represent significant movement toward making healthier options more widely accessible in our communities and our schools.  MPHA supports eight additional bills as part of our agenda for equal access to healthy food and exercise, many of which are being heard by other committees. It is incumbent upon all of us to act swiftly to build a Massachusetts where the healthy choice is the easy choice . I urge you to report favorably on these three bills, and as the Public Health Committee, to lead the way in making sure that the laws of our state promote health   Thank you for your time today.
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