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	Abstract (Article Summary)

	Cindi Seddon, the Port Coquitlam school's newly assigned principal, had made radical changes to the cafeteria menu -- with solid support from staff and the school's parent advisory council -- to improve nutrition.

Nathan Hyam, a Vancouver chef who previously headed the culinary arts program at Riverside secondary school in Coquitlam, said parents would be astounded if they knew how schools promote junk foods and how much students consume.

Photo: Bill Keay, Vancouver Sun / Nathan Hyam quit being a chef instructor at a Port Coquitlam school because he disagreed with school policy on junk food.
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	Full Text (1059   words)

	Copyright Vancouver Sun 2003)
Students accustomed to buying burgers, fries and pop in the cafeteria at Pitt River middle school were in for a surprise when they returned to school in September.

Cindi Seddon, the Port Coquitlam school's newly assigned principal, had made radical changes to the cafeteria menu -- with solid support from staff and the school's parent advisory council -- to improve nutrition.

She ended the cafeteria's practice of offering nothing but fast foods such as McDonald's burgers and fries, KFC and Pizza Hut.

Instead, she introduced a menu including the types of food recommended for growing children: fresh sandwiches, bagels, macaroni and cheese, fruit and milk.

Seddon also cleared much of the junk food out of vending machines, replacing chocolate bars with granola bars and caffeinated beverages with fruit juices.

But the changes were short-lived. Much to the surprise of the parents who supported the initiative, it was abruptly squelched by the school district.

Pitt River was told that district officials -- not the principal or the parent advisory council -- make the decisions about what will be served in cafeterias and they wanted a return to the fast-food menu.

(The order applied to the cafeteria and any vending machines in the cafeteria, but not to vending machines outside the cafeteria, where the school is allowed to decide what to sell.)

Seddon, a leader in B.C. for her anti-bullying work, had moved boldly at a time of unprecedented public concern over soaring rates of childhood obesity linked to high-fat, high-sugar diets and reduced physical inactivity.

But she also stirred up a debate that's raging across North America about whether schools should sell non-nutritious food to raise funds for sports, field trips and fine arts program.

The Pitt River students, some of whom were in the habit of eating a chocolate bar for breakfast, were taken aback by the changes.

But their surprise was nothing compared to that of parents at the school district's rejection of the changes.

"I was shocked," said Robyn Cambrey, chair of the school's parent advisory council, which she said was strongly in favour of Seddon's changes. "I thought parents had a say [in what children are served]."

Seddon refused to be interviewed, referring The Vancouver Sun to Coquitlam school board officials. "This is a district program and I have no control over it," she stated Friday.

Cheryl Quinton, the district's communications officer, said she had no comment on the Pitt River situation and referred queries to the food services director, Pam Diamond.

Diamond didn't respond to a request for an interview Friday. She is a temporary replacement for Art Forster, who brought fast foods to school cafeterias in Coquitlam in 1999.

Forster's goal was two-fold: sell students the fare they want so they will stay at school over lunch hour rather than seeking food elsewhere and boost revenues so cafeterias won't be a drain on school budgets.

Despite opposition from teacher unions, which have long protested the commercialization of schools, Forster began dealing with fast- food outlets and set up food courts in secondary schools similar to those in shopping malls.

Terry Fox secondary became a pilot, offering students a choice of McDonald's, KFC, Pizza Hut, Subways and White Spot among others.

Fast-food corporations competed for the opportunity to open shop in schools, dropping prices and increasing portions. Super-sized drinks replaced regular 12-ounce cans, while fries sold for a song.

Students were happy, cafeteria revenues jumped and more food- service employees were hired.

The idea spread to middle schools, even though the argument about keeping students at school didn't apply because Grade 6, 7 and 8 students aren't allowed to leave the grounds at lunch.

They also didn't get all of the options available in secondary schools.

Holly Butterfield, Coquitlam school board chair, said schools offer fast foods because that's what students and parents want. She insisted they also offer healthy options but said Diamond would have details.

She suggested the provincial health officer's call last week for a ban on junk food sales in school is unlikely to affect Coquitlam because the public doesn't share his view.

"They want variety," she said. "That's our understanding."

Butterfield said she was unaware of the Pitt River situation because complaints about the district's actions had not been brought to the board's attention.

Dr. Perry Kendall, the province's top medical officer, said the money schools raise by selling soda pop and junk food takes too high a toll on students' health.

Noting that one-third of Canadian children are overweight, Kendall urged B.C. schools to follow New York in halting sales of soft drinks, sweets and salty treats in vending machines and reducing sugar, salt and fat in cafeteria food.

Nathan Hyam, a Vancouver chef who previously headed the culinary arts program at Riverside secondary school in Coquitlam, said parents would be astounded if they knew how schools promote junk foods and how much students consume.

"A popular breakfast for many kids is pop and a doughnut," Hyam said. "Many kids easily drink more than half a dozen pop a day, in the large, 20-ounce cups."

Hyam said he left Riverside last June after he was instructed by the administration to meet Pepsi representatives to learn how he could promote pop consumption to increase sales and school revenues.

In a June 26 e-mail to co-workers, he said he was quitting because of the low priority given to health and nutrition issues in the district. "I cannot support the sale of vast quantities of pop in this school and pretend that the resulting obesity, diabetes and osteoporosis will not impact the students in a negative way," he wrote.

Riverside principal Joey Sahli disputed that, saying Hyam left because he wasn't a fully certified teacher. She insisted she worked with Hyam to advance healthy choices in the school.

Hyam said he doesn't blame school districts for trying to raise money. Rather, he holds Education Minister Christy Clark responsible for not providing adequate funds for schools and urging trustees to become entrepreneurial to raise additional money.

Clark has also called for an end to junk food sales in schools, but says she can't force them to do so because food sales are a school board responsibility.
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