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A weighty issue

Doonesbury
• Gary Trudeau

In “The Simpsons” 350th episode, Bart Simpson becomes addicted to
junk food when a new vending machine is installed at his elementary
school. Bart’s steady diet of processed foods leads to massive weight gain,
health issues, and eventually a heart attack, at the tender age of 10.

Being a cartoon, “The Simpsons” has a unique way of exaggerating
today’s social problems,but the show makes a valid point. Obesity is on
the rise and childhood obesity is a serious issue in the United States.
According to the Federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) (http://www.cdc.gov/), an estimated 9 million schoolchildren be-
tween the ages 6 and 19 are overweight. That number has doubled since
1980 and tripled among adolescents.

With our children getting heavier and their risk of health problems grow-
ing, parents, teachers, doctors, and lawmakers have become concerned
and are working together to combat the problem. The question then be-
comes: What is causing the weight gain? Is it vending machines, school
lunches, or something else?

Bearing the brunt of the blame are the snacks and drinks found in school
vending machines. The American Beverage Association(http://
www.ameribev.org/) has recently approved new guidelines regarding the
drinks that should be sold in machines at schools.

These guidelines call for vending machines in elementary schools to
dispense only water or 100 percent fruit juice. For middle schools, the
machines should not sell full-calorie soft drinks during school hours or
any full-calorie juice drinks containing 5 percent real fruit juice or less.
In high schools, the beverage industry is asking that no more than 50
percent of a vending machine’s options be soft drinks.

These new rules only affect the vending machines, not the drinks sold
in the cafeteria or in other locations. While this might be an encouraging
step in the right direction, one must remember that these are guidelines
and not laws.

Various school districts around the country have responded to this prob-
lem by getting rid of soda and candy in vending machines altogether and
replacing them with healthier items. A number of states have considered
or enacted laws establishing nutrition standards in schools, including
whether students should have access to vending machines.

Of the 38 states that considered legislation dealing with school nutri-
tion, 15 have enacted legislation that addressed the issue in some way.
North Carolina passed a measure that was similar to the ABA’s recom-
mendations; however, it bans soda in elementary schools as well as middle
schools and mandates that no more than half of the beverages offered to
high school students can be sugary soft drinks.

School lunches have also come under fire in the blame game of child-
hood obesity. Children need a balance of proteins, carbohydrates, and
healthy fats for the body to develop properly. Studies show that an im-
proper diet can limit a child’s ability to learn.

One school that has addressed the problem in a unique way is the
Appleton Central Alternative School in Wisconsin. It collaborated with
Natural Ovens Bakery to create a healthy nutrition program for its stu-
dents, which included a physical education program.

In New York City, public schools have created salad bars, changed
whole milk to skim, removed unnutritious snacks from vending machines,
and plan more changes. California and Texas passed laws that limit junk
food sold on school grounds. Districts in New Mexico and Washington
are incorporating produce from their local farms in their lunches, known
as Farm to School program.

Congress also passed a law requiring each local educational agency
participating in the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s school meals pro-
grams to establish a local wellness policy by the beginning of the 2006 to
2007 school year.

Even with individual school districts moving in the right direction, these
improvements only solve part of the problem and more changes are
needed. It’s also important to realize these changes were brought about
through educating government officials and school districts about the
problem and pushing for changes within the system.

It would be good get to involved and find out what’s happening in your
own community.

—
Patricia Rojas is a program assistant for WHY’s (World Hunger Year)

National Hunger Clearinghouse. Web site: www.worldhungeryear.org
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What’s the cost of non-compliance?

Walking in His shoes is a moving experience.
That’s an understatement, but how can you

explain the feeling?
We stopped Saturday in tiny San Luis, Colo.,

county seat of one of the poorest counties in the
U.S., at least in terms of family income.

San Luis, nestled in a corner of the giant San
Luis Valley in southern Colorado,  home to 3,700
souls, is rich in heritage, tradition, faith, beauty
and people. On the edge of one of the giant Span-
ish land grants that dot the western landscape, it
has never been a wealthy place, but it is not a bad
place to live.

Settlers first came this way from Mexico
nearly 400 years ago, and San Luis claims to be
the oldest town in Colorado. Descendants of the
early settlers make up most of the population
today. Some of the state’s leading families have
come from this area, including that of Colorado’s
new senator and U.S. representative, Ken and
John Salazar.

From the center of town, across from the 125-
year-old courthouse, are the steps leading up to
the Stations of the Cross. It’s a rocky path, much
like Christ must have walked to Golgotha.

At nearly 7,500 feet elevation, the way up the
mountain is steep. At the top sits a church, a
Catholic chapel. Along the way, San Luis sculp-
tor Hubert Maestas has created striking brass
interpretations of the traditional Stations of the
Cross.

Churches, starting with the local parish, but
spreading all across Colorado, raised money to
build the shrine. It has become an international
attraction. Mr. Maestas sells copies of the brass
sculptures from his studio; the Episcopal church
in McCook has a replica of his final piece, the
Resurrection.

But the main attraction is walking the Via
Dolorosa, the Way of the Cross.

There are people here most days, at any time
of day. Tourists stop. Many have come this way
just to see the shrine, to walk as He walked.

At Easter, it’s just plain busy.
How to describe the feeling? Emotion well-

ing up. Great sadness. The thought of unspeak-
able cruelty, and Maestas does not spare the
viewer the detail, the spikes through bone and
flesh.

His statues lead walkers through the tradi-
tional 14 stations of the cross, from Pilate con-
demning Him to die, to the cross itself at the top,
and to the tomb. We stop at each one and read
the scripture aloud.

From the top, the view is across the verdant
valley to the Sangre de Cristo mountain range,
named “Blood of Christ” by Spanish explorers
for the color the west-facing peaks take on just
at sunset.

Then, the final piece, a soaring depiction of
the resurrection, which breaks the gloom and
brings the visitor back to hope.

It’s a striking experience, humbling, depress-
ing and exalting all at once.

I recommend it.

Whether taxpayers in Sheridan County want
an elevator in their courthouse or not is a ques-
tion Commissioners Ron Schamberger, Keith
Kennedy and David Zimmerman need to answer.

Last month’s fall by a Colorado man indicates
the county commissions’ 13-year lag of comply-
ing with the Americans with Disabilities Act
needs to end. Yes, past commission boards, of
which Kennedy was a part, have researched in-
stalling an elevator in the three-story building
which was constructed in 1917.

Sure, it could cost Sheridan County taxpayers
close to $1 million dollars, but what’s the cost of
non-compliance to the Act? Will the commis-
sioners apply for grant money to install an eleva-
tor or somehow renovate or even build a new
courthouse?

How many employees and members of the
public have to fall or have trouble walking the
stairs before the commissioners take action?

Do taxpayers want to continue wondering
when, not if, they will be sued because someone
takes the county to task about compliance with a
federal law?

The county carries $1 million dollars in liabil-
ity insurance per incident, but how many inci-
dents do taxpayers want? How many can they
afford?

Kennedy’s remark Monday that it “cost too
much money,” in my opinion, shows an irrespon-
sible mentality that all patrons can navigate the
marble stairs.

When John Bergman, 77, of Aurora, Colo. fell
on Sept. 22, he sat on the courthouse floor until

someone came along and helped him up.
Bergman is disabled from multiple hip surger-
ies, and although he can walk up stairs, he must
descend going down backwards.

Add the fact he had paperwork in his hands
while he tried to grasp offset handrails, Bergman
fell down some 10 feet of stairway.

While Bergman’s bruised ribs and shoulder
have healed, what about his dignity?

Do Sheridan County taxpayers want members
of the public staying away from their courthouse
in fear of not being able to have access to all
offices within?

Sheridan County taxpayers need to speak out
about the fact putting an elevator into their court-
house is more than an issue about money.

It’s a moral issue.
The Americans with Disabilities Act became

effective Jan. 26, 1992, and 13 years after the fact
it’s time to do the right thing. The right thing
being either install an elevator in the existing
courthouse or build something accessible to
Sheridan County’s aging population.

The problem isn’t going to go away.

According to the latest United States census,
20.3 percent of Sheridan County’s 2,614
people are over 65 years old. Yes, the popula-
tion has declined from the 2,813 residents of
2000, but it’s wrong to think just because there
are fewer people access should be denied or
cost a person his or her dignity.

With 26.3 percent of Sheridan County’s resi-
dents under age 18, the county commissioners
need to realize there is still hope for a future of
the county. That hope needs to facilitate access
to all public buildings.

Commissioners Schamberger, Kennedy and
Zimmerman need to follow the lead of Hoxie’s
city leaders and have a proactive mindset.

Hoxie’s mayor, Lori Horesky, and Commis-
sioners Harold Timken and Jim Erwin just ap-
proved reconstruction of the concrete in front
of city hall. While the final bill isn’t in yet, it’s
safe to guess a huge chunk of change was
dropped on that project.

No longer do residents risk stumbling over
concrete car stops to get to the building that’s
now completely handicap accessible.

Since Schamberger, Kennedy and
Zimmerman all three live on farms, they won’t
need to get into the city building to pay their
water bill. But, those who live in Hoxie can rest
safer that their elected officials have their best
interest at heart on this topic.

It should not have taken a patron’s fall and
injury to bring this topic back to the commis-
sion table. Come on guys, get with the program
and protect those you serve.
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