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Dear Ms. de Jesus and Ms. Levine,

| respectfully submit this comment to the U.S. Departments of Agriculture and Health and
Human Services regarding the proposed scientific questions to be examined in developing the 2025-
2030 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA). | am part of the policy team at the University of California
Nutrition Policy Institute, where | also engage in research and coordinate the National Drinking Water
Alliance. These activities bring me into contact with drinking water stakeholders of all sorts and from
across the country: community-based organizations, childcare providers, educators, health
professionals, researchers and others. | do not undertake any industry-sponsored research, nor am |
funded by any corporate interests.

This comment addresses questions pertaining to sugar-sweetened beverages and drinking water
in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. | suggest additions to an existing question, a proposed new

guestion, and suggestions for additional investigatory lenses that can enhance the effectiveness of the
Dietary Guidelines.

USDA and HHS Proposed Question on Beverages — 2025-2030 DGAs

Proposed question:



What is the relationship between beverage consumption (beverage patterns, dairy milk and
milk alternatives, 100% juice, low- or no-calorie sweetened beverages, sugar-sweetened
beverages, coffee, tea, water) and:

e growth, size, body composition, risk of overweight and obesity, and weight loss and
maintenance?
o risk of type 2 diabetes?

Proposed additions to the question: Add bullets to include risk of other metabolic disease,
cardiovascular disease, and impacts on oral health, and specifically dental decay, to the above
question.

Rationale: There is a rapidly expanding science base that links consumption of added sugars to myriad
diet-related chronic diseases and shows how the detrimental effects of added sugars go beyond just
their inherent calories. Added sugars affect energy utilization within the liver, leading to metabolic
disorders such as fatty liver, hyperlipidemia and insulin resistance.»? Excessive consumption of added
sugars is a risk factor for cardiovascular disease, even for young children.>* Recent research confirms
that consumption of added sugars increased the risk of dental decay in both children and adults.>® Diet-
related chronic conditions affect the majority of the U.S. population, with a disproportionate burden on
marginalized populations.” Reducing consumption of added sugars is a critical strategy.® Because sugary
drinks are the largest single source of added sugars in the U.S. diet, they must be a key target.’

Notably, there is now extensive science showing that several diet-related chronic conditions linked to
excessive consumption of added sugars are also leading risk factors for more severe COVID-19
symptoms (and drastically higher health care expenses) and mortality.® At the same time, during
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COVID-19, child obesity increased dramatically.!! A retrospective study of 430,000 children showed a
nearly double rate of Body Mass Index (BMI) increase during 6 pandemic months in 2020 as compared
to 6 pre-pandemic months in 2019.%2 Similarly, the rate of increase in adult obesity was higher during
the pandemic,'® alarming given a 2019 modeling study that estimated that if trends (at the time)
continued, 48.9% of US adults would have obesity (BMI 230) by 2030 while 24.2% would have severe
obesity (BMI 235).%4

In order to reduce sugary drink consumption, and to do so equitably, consumers must have a safe, easy
and appealing healthy alternative to quench thirst: drinking water.*> Therefore, this comment focuses
on steps the DGA process can take to enable and encourage consumption of water in place of sugar-
sweetened beverages.

In its 2021 report to Congress, "Leveraging Federal Programs to Prevent and Control Diabetes and Its
Complications,” the National Clinical Care Commission wrote,

Recommendation 4.4: The National Clinical Care Commission recommends that all relevant
federal agencies promote the consumption of water and reduce the consumption of sugar-
sweetened beverages in the U.S. population, and that they employ all the necessary tools to
achieve these goals, including education, communication, accessibility, water infrastructure, and
sugar-sweetened beverage taxation.*®

Proposed new question: How effective is the MyPlate graphic in reducing sugary drink intake, and in
increasing intake of water and other non-sweet and zero calorie beverages in lieu of sugary drinks?
Does the messaging work for the preponderance of U.S. sub-populations?

Rationale: Although consumption of certain sugary beverages is beginning to decrease among some
population sectors, there remains much room for improvement in American beverage consumption
habits.!” Improving water access and promotion is especially important for low-income and minority
populations that can face water insecurity,'® report more negative perceptions about tap water,® and
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have poorer beverage intake habits.?%?! Recent evidence suggests that while some are consuming more
water, it is typically bottled water;?? as bottled water generally is not fluoridated and is more costly than
tap water, this trend could exacerbate inequities and disparities. Additionally, within some population
sectors, adequate hydration is poor;?>?* of note, underhydration may itself be a risk factor for
cardiometabolic health.?

The MyPlate nutrition graphic has not been updated since its release after the 2010 DGAs were
published. In its 2021 report to Congress, the National Clinical Care Commission also wrote,

Recommendation 4.4a. USDA should add a symbol for drinking water to the MyPlate graphic and
increase water promotion messaging in all consumer-facing materials issued by its Center for Nutrition
Policy Promotion. Water is not currently depicted on the USDA MyPlate.

Canada is the most recent country to add an icon for drinking water to its nutrition guidance graphic.?®
Recent studies provide insights into messaging strategies to for healthy hydration education.?”:282°

Additional recommendation: | further recommend that the Departments add questions to tease out
inequities and disparities.

Rationale and examples: In light of the significant disparities in beverage consumption habits as well as
in the health impacts of added sugars, | suggest that these, and all, questions should include equity-
related concerns that are examined as part of the planned systematic reviews within each topic area.
For example,
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e “How does this relationship vary across different demographics (race, ethnicity, disability,
income, sexual orientation, gender identity, etc.)?”

e “What are the environmental, systemic, and structural factors that contribute to or impact this
relationship across different demographics?”

Additional recommendation: | further recommend that the Departments add questions related to
policy, systems, and environmental (PSE) strategies to support healthy eating and, specifically, healthy
beverage choices.

Rationale and examples: Structural racism and many other inequities create barriers to a healthy diet
for those in the U.S. and, as pointed out, these also affect beverage consumption. The Biden
Administration has made an unprecedented commitment to nutrition security and health equity, making
this an opportune time to reincorporate PSE strategies into the DGA, building on the content from 2015,
but with much greater attention to health equity. Thus, | recommend the addition of questions that
prompt policy, systems and environmental strategies that can support healthy eating.

For example, the Report of the 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee included specific
suggestions of strategies to encourage the consumption of water in place of the sugary beverages:
e “Free, clean water should be available in public settings, as well as childcare facilities,
schools, worksites, publicly funded athletic stadiums and arenas, transportation hubs
(e.g., airports) and other community places and should be promoted in all settings
where beverages are offered;”3°
e “Make water accessible in public settings, childcare facilities, schools, worksites and
other community places where beverages are offered.”3!

Below are some suggestions of PSE questions that are modeled from questions reviewed and
answered by the 2015 DGAC.
Drinking Water Access:
e What is the relationship between access to safe and appealing drinking water and individuals’
beverage intake and quality?
e What is the relationship between access to safe and appealing drinking water and socio-
economic characteristics?
o For example, Meehan et al. describe inequities in access to safe drinking water in North
America,3? while Young et al. explore the links between water security and food security
and nutrition.33
Place-Based Strategies:
e What is the impact of school-based approaches on beverage intake, quality, behaviors,
and/preferences of school-aged children?
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o For example, as yet unpublished findings from an NIH-funded school-based study show
the promising impact of a drinking water access and promotion intervention on
obesity3*

e What is the impact of worksite-based approaches on the beverage intake, quality, behaviors
and/or preference of employees?

o For example, University of California at San Francisco implemented a ban of sales of
sugary drinks in all workplace venues, resulting in significant improvements in markers
of health.®

e What is the impact of retail-based approaches on the beverage intake, quality, behaviors and/or
preference of consumers?

o For example, in 2021 the City of Berkeley enacted the nation’s first healthy checkout
policy for stores larger than 2500 sg. feet.3¢

e What is the impact of in-store and online food retail marketing on individuals’ beverage intake
and quality? Does the impact vary by socioeconomic status?
Labeling:
e What is the impact of labeling strategies (e.g., nutrient warnings, front-of-pack nutrient
disclosures) on beverage intake, quality, or behaviors?

o For example, warning labels on drink dispensers reduced sugary drink intake among
college students,3” while pictorial warning labels on sugary drink packaging had
beneficial impacts including reduced parent purchase and decreased parent intention to
serve sugary drinks.3®

Economic:
e What is the impact of economic incentives/disincentives (e.g., excise taxes on sugary drinks) on
beverage intake, quality, and behaviors?

o For example, sugary drink excise taxes may be more acceptable to low-income parents
than anticipated.3?

Marketing:
e What is the impact of marketing on beverage intake, quality, and behaviors and/or preferences
of consumers at different life stages?

As the pandemic recedes, this is a critical time to reinforce healthy and science-based nutrition
standards to lift all Americans onto a trajectory toward better nutrition, oral health and overall health.
Enabling and promoting healthy hydration — consuming water in place of sugary drinks — is a low-cost
and feasible part of that trajectory.
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Thank you for this opportunity to provide comments on the proposed questions and topics for
the 2025-2030 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Please contact me at ceahecht@ucanr.edu if | can
provide additional information.
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