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Say no to junk food
Convince others to follow
Aah, that feeling of absolute bliss after
taking a bite off a juicy burger.
❊

A piece of fried chicken, a slice of pizza.
❊

Just how harmful can these be?
❊

When we are hungry we need to eat
instantly. Don’t we?
❊

And fast/fun food fits the bill perfectly
then. Right?
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JUNK

Wrong.
In a bid to beat hunger, we are losing out to the deadly parasite of junk food.
We all play hosts to this entity without realising how harmful it actually is. Yes,
craving for junk food is a global epidemic. In India we need to be extra
cautious. India, you see, has the dubious distinction of carrying a twin burden
— of under nutrition and overfeeding.
What is junk food? And why is it considered to be so harmful?
There is no official definition of junk food. But here is how the medical dictionary broadly defines it.
“Any food, which is low in essential nutrients and high in everything else — in particular calories
and sodium.”
Most junk food fall in the category of ‘snack food’ or ‘fast food’, which we have very conveniently defined as
‘ready-to-eat’ fare. The bottom line? Junk food is dangerously high in calories, sugar and salt and very low in
nutrition. It should be eaten the least.
As we all know, this is far from the truth. Let us now remove the wrap from the burger and the layers of ignorance from our
brains.
We crave for junk food because it tastes good, right? It does, but It is important to remember that it is also extremely
unhealthy. There is plenty of evidence to prove this too. Here are some damaging instances:
●

Junk food induces gorging that leads to obesity.
A study published in 2009 in The Journal of Clinical Investigation informs that the onslaught of fatty acids trigered by,
say a burger, can affect the brain. As per the experts, ,when we eat (in excess) meals that are high in fat, the brain is 'hit'
with the fatty acids, and the fat molecules make it send messages to the body cells, warning them to ignore the
appetite-suppressing signals from leptin and insulin, hormones that are involved in weight regulation. And since the body
does not receive the message that its appetite is satiated, it overeats.
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●

Another study published in Neurology warns that eaten in excess, these food items can actually shrink the brain, an impact
that can be compared to the dreaded Alzheimer's disease. The study also showed that a diet rich in
vitamin B, C, D and E and high in omega-3 fatty acids, nourished the brain. Though this study was done on a set of
people above 65 years of age, it is believed that the impact of trans fatty acids can be detected even at the fetal stage.

●

Studies also conclude that too much junk food alters the chemistry of the brain and can be potently addictive. High-fructose
corn syrup (HFCS), monosodium glutamate (MSG), hydrogenated oils, refined salt, and various other chemical preservatives
found in processed junk food act like drugs inside the cells, and produce the same impact as cocaine. Another study conducted
by researchers at the University of Texas in Austin and the Oregon Research Institute found that prolonged consumption of
this category of edibles results in reduced activity in the striatum, a critical section of the forebrain.

Non Communicable Diseases: The new global epidemic
The World Health Organisation (WHO) considers Non Communicable Diseases
(NCDs) as the new global epidemic. Of the 57 million deaths that occurred globally
in 2008, 36 million – almost two thirds (63 per cent) – were due to NCDs, comprising
mainly of cardiovascular ailments, cancers, diabetes and chronic lung disorder.
Interestingly, these diseases can be prevented, says WHO. The causes are linked to
lifestyle, food and environmental toxins. “These diseases are strongly associated and
casually linked with four particular behaviours: tobacco use, physical inactivity,
unhealthy diet and harmful use of alcohol. These habits lead to four key metabolic
changes: raised blood pressure, obesity, hyperglycemia and hyperlipidemia. In terms of
human lives lost, the leading NCD risk factor globally is raised blood pressure (13 per
cent of global deaths), followed by tobacco use (9 per cent), raised blood glucose
(6 per cent), physical inactivity (6 per cent) and overweight and obesity (5 per cent).”
So now do you know why we are making all this fuss about junk food?

While elsewhere in the world, the upper range of Body Mass Index (BMI) for a normal adult is
24.99 kg/m2, Indians can only afford to go up to 22.99 kg/m2. Because they have higher
body fat at a lower BMI.
3
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A BIG fat problem
The World Health Organisation estimates that worldwide, 2.8 million people die each year of being overweight and obese.
Risks of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, and cancer increase steadily with increasing BMI.
As per global standards, individuals should aim at maintaining a BMI in the range of 18.5-24.9 kg/m2. In 2008, 35 per cent of
adults aged 20 years and older were overweight. But more dangerously, the prevalence of obesity – when populations are
so overweight that they are defined as obese – had nearly doubled between 1980 and 2008. Needless to add, the
trend continues.
Even more worrying is that children are the worst hit. They are increasingly losing the battle of the bulge. Estimates
indicate that in 2008 as much as six per cent of the world’s infants and young children weighed considerably more than
what they should have, to remain active and healthy.

Infant and young child overweight trends (1990 to 2015), by World Bank income group

Diets low on nutrients and
high on salt and fat are
directly blamed for ill-health.
Approximately three per cent of
deaths worldwide are attributed
to low fruit and vegetable
consumption, according to the
World Health Organisation.
High
consumption
of
saturated fats and trans fatty
acids is linked to heart diseases.

●

High salt consumption
causes high blood pressure
and hikes up the risk of
cardiovascular diseases.

●

4

20
Percentage of population

Diet.Disease.Death.

15

10

5

0
1990

1995
Low income

2000
Upper-middle income

2005
Lower-middle income

2010

2015
High income

Source: Anon 2010, Global Status Report on Non-communicable Diseases, World Health Organisation, Geneva

The highest prevalence of NDCS is in upper-middle income group, but the fastest rise is in the
lower-middle income group. What does this mean? This means that after the cities and towns,
rural India is now coming in the grip of junk. And that, folks, is a very, very scary trend.
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India’s belly

Cause-specific mortality in India

Why should poor India worry about
a rich man’s disease

DEATHS IN INDIA, 2005

DEATHS IN INDIA, 2030
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The Public Health Foundation of India published a
report compiling the dangers of Non Communicable
Diseases (NCDs) in India. According to this report, in
2005, NCDs accounted for as much as 53 per cent
of the total number of deaths and 44 per cent of
people leading ‘disability adjusted’ life years in
India. And by 2030, this percentage is likely to rise
to 67 per cent of total mortality.
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India is also no different from the rest of the
world. Blood pressure tops the cause of death and
overweight and obesity add to the burden.

Source: Sailesh Mohan, K Srinath Reddy and D Prabhakaran 2011, Chronic Non-Communicable Diseases in India: Reversing the tide, Public
Health Foundation of India, New Delhi

Deaths caused by nine leading NCD risk factors in India (in per cent)
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Do we know what we eat?

The urban-rural blur

Children and young adults are the key targets of the junk food industry. But
do they know what they are eating?

When was the last time you
visited a village? Do you live in
one? Either way, you must have
noticed packs of chips, biscuits
and other savouries, along with
bottles of carbonated beverages
displayed in shops and all the
makeshift kiosks?
The
Integrated
Disease
Surveillance Project report on
non-communicable disease risk
factors confirms this for seven
states of India. The report,
prepared by the National
Institute of Medical Statistics,
reveals that there is a shocking
rise in the cases of hypertension,
not just in urban India but also
in the rural population. The
reasons are clear – rural India is
getting influenced by the city
folk in its food habits. In fact, a
major change has been recorded
in the lifestyle of a fairly
significant portion of village
dwellers. The change involves a
sharp hike in the use of tobacco,
alcohol and junk food on the
one hand, a sharper drop in
regular physical exertion and in
consumption of vegetables on
the other.

NO.
Children know very little about what goes into the food they eat,and how
these ingredients affect their health and well being. This is the main cause of
the ‘fat’ problem — scanty knowledge and, therefore, even lesser concern.
While children are over-fed advertisements that lure them to buy junk food,
they are seriously starved of ‘real-time’ information on these products.
So what do we do?
Among all the issues we deal with everyday, those concerning food are the
most personal. We can ask the government to take action. We want the
regulators to ban junk food from schools and places where children have
easy access to these foods. We can demand stricter implementation of
advertisement guidelines for children’s television channels and propose that
advertisements be aired on other channels only after 9 pm. We can demand
a change in the labeling rules for salt and trans fats. Also, push and prod
the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) to come out with
junk food regulations to reduce salt, sugar and fats. And impose a ‘fat,
sugar and salt’ tax.
But, the most important decision maker here is YOU. Changing your food habit is completely your decision. Your friends,
family and the school community can attempt to influence you, at best. Yes, it is also the government’s duty to help you make
the right decisions. But how you deal with all this is your prerogative. So what are you going to do? Lose out to a loaf of
fried meat or battle the bulge?
Meanwhile, here are some tips that might help you to make up your mind.
●
●
●
●
●
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Know what you are eating, read the labels and demand information if what is offered to you is not enough.
Keep a tab on your fat, sugar and salt consumption
Do not trust messages given via advertisements blindly.
Educate yourself on how to eat healthy and keep fit.
Do not wait for the government to take all the decision.

