

Obesity and eating habits in the UK
It is generally accepted that obesity, bringing with it a lot of serious medical and social problems, is of epidemic proportions throughout the Western world, but particularly in Anglo-Saxon countries. Grossly obese people, who have always existed, were once regarded almost as curiosities, but they were rich rather than poor. Now, in the poorer parts of Britain the obese people are often confined by the age of 40 to wheelchairs by their size and immobility. 
What is the connection between poverty and the obesity that is unprecedented in history?
The first thing to say about the problem in Britain is that food culture has never been the country’s strongest point. But of course there is more than that. Our bad food never caused people to become fat before. It is rather in social changes that the explanation, or at least an important part of it, must be found.

With the decline of the family, eating habits have changed. Meals in many houses, especially those of the relatively poor people, are no longer family or social occasions. It has been found that a fifth of children do not eat more than one meal a week with another member of their family; and in these houses the microwave oven is the only cooking device that is actually used. 

Moreover, there is no table at which a meal could be eaten in common if anyone had thought of doing so. The result is that children get used to going to the fridge whenever they want it to take some prepared foods – high, of course, in the bad sugars. It's not a coincidence that these families are also the least likely to have what would once have been considered the normal family structure. 

Such houses also tend to be in areas called “food deserts”, in which fresh food is either not easily available or unavailable. But those who ascribe the eating habits of the families I have just described to food desertification are probably wrong. It is also sometimes said that people buy prepared foods because they are cheap. This is nonsense. In fact, if you go to areas inhabited by poor Indian or Pakistani families, you will find stores that sell an incredible range of vegetables at equally incredible prices. But I never saw any poor whites shopping there: they went straight to the pizza shops.
In other words, food desertification and the supposed cheapness of industrially prepared foods is a consequence, not a cause of, the bad food habits. Food desertification is a symptom of the culinary ignorance, incompetence and indifference of a relevant minority of our population. 
The organic family: ‘We eat as healthily as possible’

Helen Fraser, 33, thinks eating healthily is so important for her family that she grows her own organic vegetables. She lives in Henley with her husband, Richard, and her children, Angus, three, and one-year-old Beatrice.

“I enjoy cooking, and the evening meal is always home-cooked. I try to make sure we all eat as healthily as possible. I probably get around six portions of fruit and vegetables a day, and I’d say my husband and kids get close to that.

“I grow my own organic food. This year I’ve grown everything from beans and zucchini to rocket and broccoli. Every year I’ll try to grow something new. We have a bread maker, and make our own half-white, half-wholemeal bread.

“We get takeaways only very occasionally; maybe once every couple of months we’ll have fish and chips or an Indian. I never buy a full ready meal, although very occasionally I buy pre-filled pasta like ravioli.

“I try to plan my meals for the week to make sure that we’re not eating the same thing every night, which means the children are more likely to eat it, and we’re not getting a lot of one thing, like potatoes.”

The freezer family: ‘I don’t have time to cook properly’

Tina Mcintosh, 42, says it is difficult to find the time or money to cook healthy meals for her family. She lives with her two boys, Brandon, 10, and Tyler, 12, in Bromley, south-east London.

“A lot of the time I don’t have time to cook properly and I have to work to live. We’ll have pizza quite often, or something else frozen you can just warm in the oven, like breaded chicken or fried chicken. If we have vegetables they are usually frozen because the fresh stuff goes off too quickly.

“I’m a single parent and so I often just don’t have the money. I work and that just about covers my bills; healthy food is expensive. I don’t have a car, and the nearest supermarket is three miles away, so I go only once a month because I have to get a cab or buses back. There was a greengrocer on the corner, but now the shop nearest to me only sells tinned stuff, and other than that it’s takeaways. There’s nowhere nearby to get cheap, fresh vegetables, so I bulk-buy frozen food for the month.

ANSWER THE QUESTIONS:
1. Who were usually the obese in the past and who are they now?

2. Is food culture important in the UK?

3. How do some people have meals in the UK? What cooking device do they use?

4. What do children do when they are hungry in these families?

5. What are the "food deserts"?

6. Is it true that prepared food is cheaper than fresh food?

7. Do immigrants in the UK usually eat more or less healthily than English people? Why?

8. What does Helen do to eat healthily?

9. Why does Tina buy frozen food? How would you define her family's eating habits?


