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January 25, 2005

CITYWIDE 

Paying a Price for Doughnuts, Burgers and Pizza

By DAVID GONZALEZ 


unger - or insanity - could lead someone to eat his way around the intersection of East 149th Street and Southern Boulevard in the South Bronx. From the bakery filled with sugary cakes, past the Latin restaurant selling curled slabs of fried pork skin, past the Dunkin' Donuts and on to Popeyes Chicken and Biscuits. Just in case, a pizzeria and a White Castle beckon from nearby blocks, too.

Towering over this strip is a giant mural for what by default is the only light thing around: Coors Light.

It is no accident that one of the best views of this gastronomic gantlet is from the steps of the very place where it has led more than a few unfortunates: the Ortiz Funeral Home. 

"I stopped trying to find anything because there's nothing healthy to eat around here," lamented a woman who would give her name only as Miss David and who works at Public School 25. "I was once buying coffee at the Dunkin' Donuts, and I saw a chubby young guy ordering a bacon something for breakfast. Two of them. That scared me."

The devastating results of poor diet, no exercise and lots of stress are increasingly scaring health advocates in poor communities across the city. Diabetes is now the city's fourth leading cause of death. In neighborhoods where homicide or AIDS were the leading killers among young men and women a decade ago, heart disease and obesity are claiming ever more lives.

No wonder recent federal dietary guidelines recommend decreasing calories and increasing exercise.

"It is a truly bizarre situation where food itself makes you sick," said Chris Norwood, the executive director of Health People, a community health education group whose office is just off East 149th Street. "Throughout history, getting enough food to stay well was usually the challenge. Then again, most of this stuff is not food."

Although Ms. Norwood first came to the area in the 1980's to work with people who had H.I.V. and AIDS, she soon found herself vexed by how asthma, diabetes and heart disease were wreaking havoc on residents. 

She now thinks psychological stress is as much to blame as poor diet or smoking. 

"A third of the men around here are in jail or on parole, and 50 percent of the rest don't have jobs," she said. "Women are raising children alone. We have a collapse of normal social support in the communal body, so that people become depressed in a way that they no longer understand that good health is possible." 

But while, in the case of AIDS, a sense of crisis led to funding for prevention and community education, Ms. Norwood says that not enough resources have been devoted to fighting obesity, diabetes or smoking.

Dr. Hal Strelnick, a professor of family and social medicine at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine, says he has seen more and more young people suffering from a combination of chronic conditions. In some cases, weight, cholesterol or blood pressure do not even have to be above critical levels to put people at risk for serious illness: if all three measures are borderline, the result, known as metabolic syndrome, can be just as dangerous. Most alarming, Dr. Strelnick said, is that more teenagers are developing Type 2 diabetes, a condition that affects the obese.

While proper diet would help, local food stores usually stock what is cheap and popular, not what is best. Even more maddening, the most immediate health effect of the nearby Hunts Point Produce Market on residents is a bad one.

"There is a higher rate of asthma because of the volume of truck traffic to the market," Dr. Strelnick said. "Everybody else's food comes through Hunts Point. The great irony is there is all this wonderful food down the road. But none of it ends up on the local shelves."

This is not hyperbole. Although Patricia Jackson lives in Mott Haven, she shops for vegetables in Manhattan. As a diabetic, she watches her diet, she says, even if she recently splurged with some cake.

"We had this tenant association party, and there is this lady, Miss Sarah, who is from Macon, Ga.," Ms. Jackson said. "This lady can cook! She made pineapple cake. I didn't care. I wanted a piece. Oh, my God - the next day my sugar was so high."

Unlike many of her neighbors, Ms. Jackson was more cautious in the following days. She is a peer educator at Health People, enlisting others to watch what and how they eat. She learned all this the hard way, after doctors at one hospital gave her pills to treat her blood sugar but told her nothing about diet. 

"I ate everything because I thought I was O.K. since I was taking the pills," she said. "Then I had a mini-stroke."

A group of peer educators - whose average blood sugar levels dropped by almost a third after training, according to one study - ventures out into the neighborhood several times a week to do quick health screenings. In one session at Hostos Community College, almost 40 percent of about 350 students screened were at risk for diabetes. The same results could be obtained pretty much anywhere in the neighborhood, the peer educators said.

Ms. Jackson and her colleagues set up a table last week in the lobby of a job-training center near the Hub. Health People has an office there, though it can't be seen from the street because the gates are always down to shut out secondhand smoke from the sidewalk smokers.

The screeners find the going hit or miss here in the early morning, since clients only have a few minutes break until lunch. Most rushed past the table, some clutching cookies or doughnuts, to smoke a cigarette. 

By lunchtime, however, several dozen people had stopped for a quick evaluation. Half of them were at risk for developing diabetes; many already had the disease in their families. Others suspected it might be only a matter of time.

"My boyfriend is overweight," Mildred Diaz said. "He's 415 pounds, and he eats all this fried food. He has a breathing problem. He has sleep apnea, so he has to sleep with a machine. He's only 26 years old."

Laurellie Franco, a solidly built woman with a teardrop tattooed beneath her left eye, signed up for a course on diabetes. She has a brother who already has the disease.

"He's 40, and he's got it bad, you know what I'm saying?" she said. "I want to know if I might have it."

She clutched a small paper bag.

"That's a bagel with sausage and egg," Ms. Franco said, sheepishly. "These guys should have caught me before I went to the store."
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Fast-food outlets are prominent at 149th Street and Southern Boulevard in the South Bronx, where heart disease and obesity have become major health concerns.








