Senate Hearings Underway on Childhood Obesity
By Patricia Carter
Senator Chris Dodd (D-CT), a senior member of the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee and the Chairman of its Subcommittee on Children and Families held the first of two hearings on childhood obesity on July 16th.  In his opening remarks, Dodd characterized the childhood obesity problem as a problem “that affects all of us—whether we have kids or not.”  
Nearly 1 out of 3 American children are obese or at risk of becoming obese—23 million children in all, with minority families at even greater risk.   The obese spend 36% more on health care—they spend 77% more on medications.  According to Dodd, “This means the costs for all of us are going to keep heading up.  Health care spending has exploded in the last 20 years—and 1 out of every 4 of those added dollars has gone to treat obesity-related problems.”  
The Subcommittee heard testimony from Dr. Francine Kaufman, past national president of the American Diabetes Association;  Bruce Lesley, president of the kids advocacy group First Focus; Dr. Jeff Levi, executive director of the non-profit health group Trust For America's Health; and Dr. Margaret Grey, professor at the Yale School of Nursing.    All those who testified, stressed the urgency of the problem and the need for a coordinated national response.
Dr. Levi noted that “As a nation we tend to over-medicalize health problems.  In fact, given the state of today’s science—medicine can only address the consequences of overweight and obesity, not prevent it.  Real prevention requires changing the communities in which children (and adults) live and approaching this as a community-wide, not just an individual challenge.”    Levi pointed to Shape UP Somerville, an initiative led in part by Mayor Joseph A. Curtatone, as an example of an effective community-based initiative that has been evaluated and shown to positively impact health outcomes for children. 
The second hearing will include testimony from: Joseph Thompson, Surgeon General, State of Arkansas, Director, Arkansas Center for Health Improvement; Philip Dwyer, President and CEO, Central Connecticut Coast YMCA; and Susan Neely, president and CEO, American Beverage Association.
About Shape UP Somerville
Shape Up Somerville is a city wide campaign to increase daily physical activity and healthy eating through programming, physical infrastructure improvements, and policy work.  The campaign targets all segments of the community, including schools, city government, civic organizations, community groups, businesses, and other people who live, work, and play in Somerville. 
This effort began as a community based research study at Tufts University targeting 1st through 3rd graders in the Somerville Public Schools.  Today there is coordinator working on active and healthy living programs supported by the Health Department and a Taskforce that is a collaboration of over 11 initiatives and 25 stakeholders involved in working on various interventions across the city.   
Somerville Mayor Curtatone presented on the Shape Up program during the 2008 USCM Winter meeting.
Mayors’ Healthy Cities Campaign 
To learn more about what other localities across the country are doing to fight childhood obesity, join the Mayors’ Healthy Cities Campaign.   The Campaign is addressing the nation’s childhood obesity epidemic by educating leaders about the impact of public policies on the health of children and providing information about policies and programs that support active living and access to healthy foods.  To join the campaign go to:  http://www.usmayors.org/chhs/healthycities_registration.asp or contact Patricia Carter at PCarter@usmayors.org.



Investments in Disease Prevention Yield Significant Savings, Stronger Communities
A new report, Prevention for a Healthier America: Investments in Disease Prevention Yield Significant Savings, Stronger Communities issued by Trust for America’s Health finds that an investment of $10 per person per year in proven community-based programs to increase physical activity, improve nutrition, and prevent smoking and other tobacco use could save the country more than $16 billion annually within five years. This is a return of $5.60 for every $1.
Out of the $16 billion, Medicare could save more than $5 billion, Medicaid could save more than $1.9 billion, and private payers could save more than $9 billion. 
The economic findings are based on a model developed by researchers at the Urban Institute and a review of evidence-based studies conducted by the New York Academy of Medicine.  They found that many effective prevention programs cost less than $10 per person, and that these programs have delivered results in lowering rates of diseases that are related to physical activity, nutrition, and smoking. 
The evidence shows that implementing these programs in communities reduce rates of type 2 diabetes and high blood pressure by 5 percent within 2 years; reduce heart disease, kidney disease, and stroke by 5 percent within 5 years; and reduce some forms of cancer, arthritis, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease by 2.5 percent within 10 to 20 years.
Prevention for a Healthier America was developed through a partnership of Trust for America’s Health, The New York Academy of Medicine, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, The California Endowment, and Prevention Institute.  The full report, which also includes national estimates for savings for two years and 10 to 20 years and state-by-state findings, is available on TFAH’s Web site, www.healthyamericans.org.




