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PEOPLE ARE THINKING Evi  Mustel

Fat city
The ever-frustrating 
battle of the bulge 
has become less 
about losing the 
“love handles” 
and fitting into that 
“yellow polka-dot 

bikini” and more of a health risk and concern. 
It is a well-known fact that our healthcare 
system is being stressed by a growing and 
aging population. And obesity has now become 
a new burgeoning strain. 

Since 1985, rates of obesity have increased 
dramatically, with the latest Statistics Canada 
Community Health Survey estimating that almost half  
(48 per cent) are either overweight or obese (16 per  
cent falling into the latter category). Even Stats Canada will 
admit these rates are likely underestimated since they are based 
on self-reported data and people tend to overreport 
their height and underreport their weight. Other studies 
show that another 10 per cent or so are in a state of 
denial and are actually overweight. Rates of obesity 
are highest in the 25-to-44 age group, men being 
considerably more likely than women to be obese. And 
even more alarming, the rate has more than doubled 
among children over the last two decades. A B.C. study 
in 2004 found that 36 per cent of boys and 25 per cent 
of girls were either overweight or obese.

So, why are we becoming so fat? It seems that a 
confluence of social and cultural changes over the years has contributed to this epidemic. The simplest way to 
look at the problem is the balance between calories in and calories out.

On the “calories in” side of the equation, with the increase in two working parents, few have time to plan 
and prepare nutritious sit-down dinners, once a daily family event. We now increasing rely on pre-packaged 
food eaten on the run or visits to fast-food restaurants. Unfortunately, this results in eating food that is high 
in fat and low in nutrients. Estimates in B.C. are that 65 per cent are not consuming the recommended five or 
more fruits and vegetables each day. Furthermore, portion sizes have doubled or tripled by some estimates 
since the 1950s, with super-size now a common word in our lexicon. 

On the “calories out” side, our physical activity patterns also have changed dramatically over the 
years. We have become more reliant on cars (although recent community planning is trying to change 
that), spending longer hours commuting and more of our time driving our kids around. Kids today are 
usually driven to school, mainly for safety reasons. And after school, instead of playing freely in their own 
neighbourhoods and parks, they are being driven from one pre-organized activity or play date to another. 
Adults and children also are spending increasing amounts of their leisure time sitting in front of computers, 
television and video games, activities not known to increase heart rates. B.C. fares slightly better in obesity 
rates because of our more active lifestyle but still our activity rates are not cause for celebration. ActNowBC 
reports 51 per cent of B.C. residents are not sufficiently active. Even a recent Mustel Group poll showed that 
only 37 per cent of British Columbians do some form of physical exercise or sports on a daily basis.

It is time to get a move on and instead of lying on the beach this summer lamenting the bulge that has 
grown over the winter, consider walking on the beach instead – and take your kids with you! vlm

Evi Mustel is principal of Mustel Group <mustelgroup.com>, a leading market and opinion research firm in 
Western Canada. Ill
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Approximately how often do you do any 
physical exercise or sports?

37%	 Almost every day
15%	 2–5 times a week
28%	 2–3 times a week
7%	 About once a week
13%	 Less often

Base: 500 B.C. adults. Source: Mustel Group
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Careers rarely follow a 
straight path. Often we 
dream of one thing and 
end up doing another. 
Roadblocks or diver-
sions along the way 
may really be opportu-

nities to ensure that the eventual realization 
of the dream will be better than the youthful 
fantasy. 

Alex Rose might buy that today, given 
that this communications consultant who 
once dreamed of being a great writer is be-
ing feted as the author who has definitively 
solved the mystery of the death of the cod 
fishery in Newfoundland. With this book, 
Who Killed the Grand Banks?: The Untold 
Story behind the Decimation of one of the 
World’s Greatest Natural Resources, Rose fi-
nally can lay claim to being the kind of writer 
he always wanted to be. His journey there 
has been more crooked than straight.

Rose describes himself as being “the 
world’s worst social worker” when intellec-
tual curiosity pushed him in a more suitable 
direction. In the late ’70s, either “despite” 
or “because” of his family – five generations 
of journalists – he entered the Journalism 
program at Langara College (where I first 
encountered him). His ambivalence about 
the career move proved accurate when, af-
ter graduation, his desire to produce “liter-
ary journalism” about subjects of importance 
smacked up against the relatively mundane 
reality of newspaper journalism. 

Abandoning a part-time job at The Prov-
ince, he defected to the communications 
department of the federal Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) in Vancouver to 
begin life as a “flack” – a term used derisively 
by journalists (“hacks”) about those they say 
“spin” facts to create “good news” stories for 

Bigger fish 
to fry
From hack to flack and back 

– how writer Alex Rose let life 

lead him back to his dream

See page 21


