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To THE EDITOR: Over the past 20 years,
the prevalence of obesity in the Australian
population has more than doubled — from
8.1% in 1981 to 20.5% in 2000."* The
rapid and widespread nature of the obesity
epidemic suggests that environmental
change is a major contributing factor.

The patterns and types of foods con-
sumed by Australians have changed mark-
edly within a single generation. One major
area of change is the availability and
consumption of “fast” foods.> A key feature
of fast-food marketing is the use of
“upsizing”, a strategy designed to provide
the consumer with a “value-for-money”
addition to their meal. Upsizing is com-
monly employed within the context of
“meal deals”: complete meal options com-
prising the major food item (burger or
chicken product) and, for a small extra cost,
larger serving sizes of items such as hot
chips and soft drink. Recent data from a US
survey have shown that upsizing provides
disproportionate increases in energy con-
tent relative to purchase cost.* However, no
published data have demonstrated the
impact of point-of-sale fast-food upsizing
on total energy, fat and sugar availability for
Australian fast-food meal-deal options.

On 28 July 2002, we purchased major
meal deals and the advertised upsizing
portions from the four major fast-food
chains present in most large Australian
cities: McDonald’s, KFC, Red Rooster and
Hungry Jack’s. In order to assess six
portions of each meal deal, we purchased

two from each of three outlets. The weight
and volume of chips and soft drink (non-
diet variety) were measured, and nutrients
were analysed using the AusNut and
AusFoods Australian food databases.” A
summary of our findings is presented in the
Box. On average, a 12% increase in
purchase cost increased energy availability
by 23%, with a 25% increase in fat (10.3 g)
and a 38% increase in sugars (18.8 g). The
upsizing meal option providing the greatest
energy gain was the “fillet burger combo”
from KFC (50% increase in energy for a
16% increase in cost). Large meal deals
provided on average 5733 K] (35.4% energy
from fat and 21.4% energy from sugar).

Based on data from the 1995 National
Nutrition Survey, these single meal deals
constitute 52% and 77% of the average
daily energy intake of male and female
Australians, respectively.’

Upsizing is a marketing strategy aimed at
increasing the purchase cost of the items by
providing the consumer with an added
incentive or greater value. Using this
strategy, upsizing meal deals double the
energy gain relative to the additional cost.
Importantly, upsizing also increases fat and
sugar intake. With the growing disease
burden of overweight and obesity on the
Australian healthcare system, the public
needs to be aware of the passive increase in
energy consumption that can occur in
pursuit of “value-for-money” eating
options. Excess consumption of sugar and
fat from fast-food meal choices adds mainly
“empty calories” to the diet, with little
nutritional gain and with a real risk of
expanding the nation’s waistline.
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Percentage increase in cost, energy content, fat and sugars for various
upsizing meal options from four major fast-food outlets

Percentage increase

Cost  Energy content Fat Sugars
McDonald’s
Big Mac McValue meal (medium)* 10.1% 17.8% 16.2% 34.1%
Big Mac McValue meal (large)* 20.2% 39.5% 33.1% 80.7%
KFC
Fillet burger combo (large)’ 16.1% 50.3% 56.4% 52.7%
Red Rooster
Chicken roll combo (large)’ 16.6% 27.5% 22.0% 39.7%
Hungry Jack’s
Whopper value meal (large)’ 9.2% 15.7% 14.4% 30.2%

*% Increase relative to “small” size. T % Increase relative to “regular” size.
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To THE EDITOR: “Chop-chop” tobacco is
illicit tobacco that has been grown and
clandestinely distributed by farmers and
wholesalers and sold on without govern-
ment intervention or taxation. There is no
quality control over this illicit substance,
which may be adulterated or “bulked up”.
It is sold illegally “under the counter” by
weight for rolled cigarettes by unscrupulous
tobacconists and grocers. This type of
tobacco, which has been roughly chopped
up (hence “chop-chop”), is very cheap
compared with legally produced manufac-
tured cigarettes.

The prevalence of the use of chop-chop
in the smoking community is unknown.
However, the Australian Taxation Office
(ATO) has a keen interest in the distribu-
tion of this substance, and estimates that
many millions of dollars are lost in revenue
from the illegal sale of chop-chop. Arrests
and fines initiated by the ATO have so far
occurred primarily in Queensland and
Victoria.

Results of analysis of chop-chop vary
from batch to batch, but samples have been
shown to contain nicotine (Professor G
Starmer, Department of Pharmacology,
and Mr B Tattam, Mass Spectrometry
Unit, Department of Pharmacy, University
of Sydney, personal communication). It
may also be fumigated with bleach and may
be bulked up to add weight (M Rushton,
ATO, personal communication). Although
most people smoke it because it is cheap,
many have misguided beliefs, for which
there is no evidence, that it is “better” than
other forms of tobacco.

A retrospective survey was carried out to
assess the prevalence of and attitudes
towards illicit tobacco smoking among
patients attending the Smokers’ Clinics of
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