Should the U.S. adopt a fat tax?

You might not buy that value pack of Twinkies if it cost 25 percent more

By Jen Kalaidis | February 25, 2013
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If junk food coéts sl-ightly more, consumers might opt for something healthier.

I wo-thirds of American adults are overweight or obese, and the Centers for Disease

Control predict that nearly half will be obese by 2030. Obesity rates in children have more than tripled in
the past three decades, to the point where the arteries of a typical obese child are as thick and stiff as that of
a healthy 45-year-old. This puts Kids at a premature risk for strokes, heart disease, and diabetes — which
already place a $190 billion strain on health-care spending.

Of course, it's no secret that Americans are addicted to junk food. And according to Michael Moss, author
of the recent New York Times Magazine cover story "The Extraordinary Science of Addictive Junk Food,"
this addiction will only deepen as the food industry continues to find new ways to "get people hooked on
foods that are convenient and inexpensive."

Diet is hardly the only factor behind America's obesity epidemic. Still, eating a healthier diet rich in fruits
and vegetables is one of the most effective ways to prevent unnecessary weight gain.

But how do make people eat healthier? Maybe by levying a "fat tax™ on unhealthy foods and beverages.

"Economists generally agree that government intervention, including taxation, is justified when the market
fails to provide the optimum amount of a good for society's well-being," says Oliver Mytton, co-author of a
recent report in the British Medical Journal that reviewed nearly 30 international studies to determine the
effect that food taxes have on populations.


http://bostonglobe.com/opinion/2012/05/09/obesity-new-kind-smoke/jwOgAAToRMECjnpegT6ehM/story.html
http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Articles/2012/07/25/Billions-in-Tax-Dollars-Subsidize-Junk-Food-Industry.aspx#page1
http://articles.latimes.com/2008/nov/12/science/sci-obesekids12
http://www.forbes.com/sites/rickungar/2012/04/30/obesity-now-costs-americans-more-in-healthcare-costs-than-smoking/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/24/magazine/the-extraordinary-science-of-junk-food.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://healthland.time.com/2012/05/16/study-a-20-fat-tax-would-improve-public-health/

The report found that in the U.S., a 20 percent tax on sugary beverages would reduce obesity levels by 3.5
percent — from 33.5 percent to 30 percent among adults. It's a simple idea: If things are expensive enough,
the cost becomes prohibitive enough that some people won't buy them. Similar

findings published in Archives of Internal Medicine estimate that an 18 percent tax on pizza and soda
would cause the average American to lose 5 pounds per year. "Our findings suggest that national, state, or
local policies to alter the price of less healthful foods and beverages may be one possible mechanism for
steering U.S. adults toward a more healthful diet,” the researchersconclude.

Many food tax advocates also point to the success of other government-mandated measures to improve
public health. New York's trans fat ban, for instance, helped decreased the number of restaurants cooking
with trans fat from 50 percent to less than 2 percent.

The cigarette tax could serve as a model for a tax on obesity-causing foods. Following the implementation
of a steep cigarette tax in the late 1990s (effectively raising the cost of cigarettes by 50 percent), smoking
rates plummeted sharply. Today, less than 20 percent of Americans are smokers — a stark departure from
smoking's peak in the 1960s, when 42 percent of Americans smoked regularly. Of course, there are loads of
factors that contributed to that decline — but the cigarette tax is surely one of them.

Now, not everyone is sold on a fat tax. Critics argue that it's an overreach of government power. "I don't
think government should be picking winners and losers with respect to people's diets,"said Nevada GOP
lawmaker Pat Hickey, in response to a recent proposal for an additional tax on fast food.

Warren Hardy, a lobbyist for the Nevada Restaurant Association, argues that his state's proposed tax — and
fat taxes in general — are "the very definition™ of a regressive tax that will place a disproportionate burden
on the poor.

Research published by the Forum for Health Economics & Policy supports this claim. The report, which
measures the impact a 10 percent fat tax would have on families of varying income levels, concludes that
"almost the entire burden of the fat tax falls on poor families. The regulatory burden for the average family
declines rapidly with income. ...[T]hus the burden at $20,000 is nearly 10 times larger than that at
$100,000."

Opponents also point out that a fat tax in Denmark on foods with a saturated fat content above 2.3 percent
— implemented in 2011 and then repealed just one year later — failed to change consumers' buying habits.
Many Danes opposing the new tax simply stocked up on goods before the law went into effect, or hopped
the border to either Germany of Sweden, where they paid as much as 20 percent less for the same items.
The tax also cost the country an estimated 1,300 jobs, mainly due to a trimming of workers in food retail
sectors.


http://www.reuters.com/article/2010/03/08/us-food-tax-idUSTRE6275T720100308
http://www.reuters.com/article/2010/03/08/us-food-tax-idUSTRE6275T720100308
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2012/11/11/what-the-world-can-learn-from-denmarks-failed-fat-tax/
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2012/05/15/junk-food-tax-must-be-fat-or-dont-bother-british-study-says
http://www.webmd.com/smoking-cessation/news/20081113/smoking-rate-is-declining-in-us
http://www.lvrj.com/news/proposed-fat-tax-on-high-calorie-fast-foods-sparks-nevada-discussion-191495541.html
http://www.lvrj.com/news/proposed-fat-tax-on-high-calorie-fast-foods-sparks-nevada-discussion-191495541.html
http://faculty.ses.wsu.edu/LaFrance/reprints/CDLP-BEP-2007.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/13/business/global/fat-tax-in-denmark-is-repealed-after-criticism.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2012/11/13/denmark-scraps-worlds-first-fat-tax/
http://news.nationalpost.com/2013/02/21/fat-taxes-like-shooting-rabbits-with-nuclear-weapons-denmark-warns/

To really nuke the problem, you need big guns — bigger than most politicians are willing to

back. Most studies agree it would take a tax increase of at least 20 percent to meaningfully change
consumers' buying behavior — a steeper rate than even the most ardent proponents of the fat tax are
proposing.

So instead of implementing tax increases at a time when food prices are already on the rise (and when new
taxes are sure to prove unpopular and politically impossible), many public health advocates argue that the
real way to wean Americans off of junk food is to change how the U.S. government awards its agricultural
subsidies.

According to the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, 87 percent of federal tax subsidies go
toward meat, dairy, corn and other grains — a large portion of which are used to make junk food — while
less than 1 percent goes towards fruits and vegetables. These subsidies, writes Michael Pollan in an op-ed
for the New York Times, are how the U.S. has made "Twinkies cheaper than carrots and Coca-Cola
competitive with water."

Putting a larger portion of agricultural subsidies toward fruits and vegetables could have a profound effect
in reducing obesity, says Richard Atkinson, founder of the American Obesity Association. "There are a lot
of subsidies for the two things we should be limiting in our diet, which are sugar and fat, and there are not a
lot of subsidies for broccoli and Brussel sprouts [...] If we're trying to look for something political that
might make a difference, try subsidizing fruit and vegetable growers so the cost is comparatively lower for
better foods."


http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2012/11/11/what-the-world-can-learn-from-denmarks-failed-fat-tax/
http://www.ibtimes.com/global-food-prices-rise-812279
http://www.pcrm.org/good-medicine/2007/autumn/health-vs-pork-congress-debates-the-farm-bill
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/04/opinion/04pollan.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1247588/

