
[intro] 
 
Interview of () conducted by Alisa Minkin, general pediatrician and co-chair of JOWMA 
Preventative Health Committee. 
 
Dr. Debbie Hertz from Aus. GP. Focuses on health and well-being of all patients with emphasis 
on a healthy lifestyle her main interests are in Women and children’s health as well as diet and 
nutrition, especially the impact of healthy eating in pregnancy and beyond. In 2013, she was 
involved in the making of, “The Sugar Film”.  
 
[interview begins] 
 
How did you become involved in nutrition? 
My son, who is just graduating medical school himself, was a little chubby as a child and 
teenager, and in his teen years he started figuring out what he needed to do to get himself 
healthy. He really worked on himself, and began exercising and seeing what worked for him. He 
lost a reasonable amount of weight and someone asked, “So, what bariatric surgeon did you 
use for your son?” And I thought to myself, so the only way to lose weight is to go and get 
surgery, at 16 years old? It was very shocking to me that someone assumed that is what he 
must have done. He recommended a book to me about cutting out processed foods, and I 
remember reading it and my medical knowledge was really fighting the information in the book. 
Then I thought, I’ll just try it, and what have I got to lose?  I was eating what I thought was a 
really healthy diet, and I thought I’ll try going a little more basic and see what happens. It started 
out one day a week, and I started to think that I was becoming less dependent on waiting for the 
next meal. I cut out a lot of sugar, and my energy levels really evened out, I was never starving 
anymore. Then 7-8 years ago, I started being more mindful about processed food entering our 
house. Anything that sits on a supermarket shelf and can last for years and years, and has a list 
of ingredients that you can’t pronounce, should not be in your home. Something with even 5 or 
more ingredients, you probably should not be making it a regular food that you eat. HaShem 
gave us so much healthy fruits, vegetables, animal proteins that we can enjoy, our bodies were 
not created to be processing these very highly processed foods.  
 
One tip, on my own journey, why we try to focus on more plant-based food, that all the 
edges of the supermarket are where you find the produce, dairy and animal proteins as 
opposed to the middle which is where you will find more of the processed foods.  
I definitely try to recommend that to people.  
 
Can you elaborate on how you changed and why you are not getting the cycles of 
hunger-eating-hunger-eating that you described? 
I thought I was eating healthy, and I didn’t feel unwell, but we eat for health and well-being and it 
can get a little tricky, because food is meant to be enjoyed rather than just fuel. I would pretty 
much switch to having more whole foods and I stopped getting hungry for snacks when I 
included protein. A lot of it is being prepared. My husband thought at first that all I did all day 
was think about food. Unfortunately, things that are easy to grab are usually processed, so it is 
good to have things prepared ahead of time, like hard boiled eggs or nuts, around so you grab 
those instead. When we have carbohydrate-containing foods, the more processed those 
carbohydrates are, the quicker they surge through the bloodstream. Carbohydrates all break 
down into sugars, the healthier types break down slower, but they all break down into sugars, 
then your body releases insulin to get the glucose into your cells, and that lets your blood-sugar 
levels even out. When people eat highly processed carbohydrates, their blood sugar level goes 



up super quickly and then it comes down super quickly, and when it comes down it is not you 
being weak, your body chemistry is telling you that you need sugar in your system again 
because the insulin is taking the sugar out of your bloodstream really quickly. Kids who are 
going off to school, and at around 9:30/10 they lose focus because they are this crashing-
eating-crashing-eating cycle. This makes them seem “addicted” to sugar because they are 
physiologically feeling that they need sugar. 
 
About the sugar being “addicting”, it’s not like sugar is a drug, is it? 
There is a certain level of “addiction” because there is a strong drive for them to continue eating 
sugar. There are actual studies that show that the addiction centers in the brain do respond very 
highly to sugar. People will explain this as evolutionary for when food was scarce.  
 
What would the role of sugar be in a person who has no underlying conditions? What is 
the moderate stance, since saying “sugar is an addiction” makes it sound like a drug that 
should  be totally avoided? 
The WHO recommends 6-9 tsp of ADDED sugar daily in their diet, maximum, so this is only 
talking about added sugars, not natural sugars. Our bodies do not need any of these added 
sugars. This is not just sugar added into your tea and coffee. Even in mayonnaise there is 
sugar, so there is a lot of added sugar in different ingredients in your pantry or fridge that you 
may be using every day. It is very easy to be getting to that 6-9 tsp of added sugar every day, 
and not even be eating the less healthy processed food. I am not even mentioning nosh, candy, 
soda because when people eat these things they are very conscious that these things have 
added sugar. It is almost better to eat these things because you don’t account for them as 
nutritious as you do when you eat low fat yogurt and just assume you are being healthy.  
 
What about finding hidden sugar in food? We know the foods that are really full of sugar 
like chocolate, but what about those foods that turn right into sugar? 
It’s really about starting to read food labels. There’s a big push in Australia now to have nutrition 
facts represented in teaspoons because it will make it more easily understandable to the lay-
person reading the label. In our schools, a lot of times when a kid does something right they’ll 
come home with a ton of nosh or soda, when they are just as happy with a little toy or 
something, and this is something we need to be more mindful of this. We know we can only 
really change ourselves. We are not going to shut down Coca-Cola, but we need to start with 
our own families. Be aware and make the small changes in our own homes with our families 
and really add up how much added sugar we are really having.  
I don’t know about Australia, but we are really a nation of extremes in America, can you 
share some of your opinions on diet culture and fads? 
Western civilization in general really wants quick-fixes. When something sounds too good to be 
true, it usually is. If it would be so easy, a one size fits all, we would all be doing it, but really 
everyone is different. The studies are all very conflicting, but sticking to decreasing our 
consumption of processed foods cannot be a bad thing for anyone.  
 
Anyone who listens to this, please talk to your doctor before taking on any special diet. 
Every person’s metabolism is different, and you need to find a healthcare provider who 
can give good nutrition advice. It really takes a lot of individualized information to make 
good decisions. It is really hard to study nutrition because we are all different.  
A lot of doctors don’t give individualized advice because it is very time consuming, so it is good 
for people to take the time to see a nutritionist to get accurate guidelines on how to make 
sustainable changes, and be able to check in with them and make adjustments to their diets. 
 



Can we come up with a few little ideas on how to make sustainable changes for someone 
whose family’s diet is not great? 
Number one change- there was a study done on childhood obesity where they weighed the 
children regularly and talked about health goals, and the one major difference among children 
were with the ones that drank just water during the day. That was the take home message of 
that study, don’t give kids drinks other than water regularly.  
 
Oh, we forgot to talk about artificial sweeteners! 
There have definitely been studies done on people who drink soda with artificial sweeteners that 
it is still hard for them to lose weight, it’s a whole other conversation, but it does get people used 
to the desire to have sweet things all the time. Food manufacturers have made food actually 
sweeter, and they research the actual sweet point of food and do studies on the tastes that will 
make people want more of their product, and that usually includes added sugar. These things 
don’t necessarily need to be sweetened-nut butters taste just as good without any added 
sugars! Even salad dressings, why do they need to be so sweet if the foods are savory? In our 
savory foods like chicken and fish we should stay away from adding more sweetness to our 
foods. 
 
I have two more tips because we are getting close to Purim and Pesach: 1. Let the kids 
pick one mishloach manot size bag and that’s all the candy they get, the rest goes to 
tzeddakah (charity). 2. For Pesach, for my family, once I am taking all my food out and 
looking at it, it’s a chance to get rid of all the processed food and start all over again.  
We can make small changes and affect our families and focus on what we can change.  
 
[outro] 
 

 


