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Dear Howard County Council,

Thank you for this opportunity to testify in favor of County Bill 45. This legislation will support the health of
Howard County's children by making sure healthy options are available and promoted on kids’ menus in
restaurants.

The frequency with which children dine at restaurants has increased for several decades.! Restaurants play a
vital role in children’s dietary intake and overall health,??® and governments can use a spectrum of policies
from voluntary to mandatory to improve nutrition.* Unfortunately, interventions to promote healthy ordering
in restaurants have primarily targeted adults and not necessarily children.? A large body of research have
documented that children who consume fast-food are at increased risk for obesity and other diet-related
diseases.’

In Howard County, 6.5 percent of children have obesity.® In a survey of Howard County adults, 48.4 percent
of respondents identified overweight/obesity as a top healthy priority in the county.” Soda consumption has
increased among Howard County children. From 2018 to 2021, the overall percentage of children that drank
soda increased, driven by a statistically significant increase in the percentage of children drinking 1 or more
sodas per day from 4 to 10 percent.® In addition, roughly one-third of Howard County adults report eating
fruits or vegetables less than once a day or never. In 2021, the proportion of Howard County adults that
reported they ate vegetables less than once per day or never was 32 percent, and the proportion of residents
who ate fruit less than once a day or never was 38 percent.’

A food environment that encourages and supports families to make healthier food choices is an important
element to address overweight and obesity.1%!! One study that recruited parents to complete a 15-min
observational, online survey regarding their experiences and hypothetical choices when eating out with their
child/ren found that 98-3 percent believed that healthier alternatives should be available for children in cafes,
restaurants, hotels and clubs (CRHC).2° Similarly, results from a national survey conducted in the United States
indicate that children are receptive to fruit or vegetable (FV) side dishes and healthier beverage options with
their restaurant meals.*? Hence, an opportunity exists for restaurants to leverage child receptivity to healthier
sides and beverages by offering and promoting healthy options.

Furthermore, growing evidence makes clear that multiple, complex factors beyond personal decisions
strongly influence dietary choices and patterns.* Consequently, key healthy eating initiatives at restaurants
may include providing healthful children’s foods and presenting nutrition information on children’s menus.

Failure to enforce restaurants' sale of healthy meals for children can create insurmountable barriers to making
healthy dietary choices and addressing the pandemic of childhood obesity and chronic diseases in Howard
County. Given the increasingly important role that restaurants are playing in children’s dietary intake, we
thereby urge a favorable report for CB45-2023. Thank you for your consideration.
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