February 27, 2002

Your Life May Depend
on Overcoming Obesity

BY GranT Hiccinson, M.D.

A death certificate tells only
part of the story. While Orego-
nians are dying of heart disease,
stroke and cancer, the most sig-
nificant cause of deathmay never
appear on the document: obe-
sity.

Many of us commit to exer-
cise and eat better, but histori-
cally most will abandon theirre-
solve within a few weeks. With such dis-
couraging information, why bother? Your
life depends onit.

Each year about 300,000 deaths in the
United States may be attributed to obesity,
according to a report from the surgeon
general.

More than one in four Oregonians are
overweight and half are sedentary. Over-
weight and obesity are associated with
heartdisease, certaintypes of cancer, type
2 diabetes, stroke, arthritis, breathing prob-
lems and psychological disorders such as
depression.

Welive inanenvironment thathas made
unhealthy behavior the easier choice. We
drive rather than walk or bike. We eat
burgers and fries rather than fruits and
vegetables. We sit at computers and in
frontoftelevisions rather than getting the 30
" minutes of moderate activity recommended
by the surgeon general.

Our school districts are making deals
with softdrink companies and putting vend-
ing machines in schools. The fast food
industry promotes bigger sizes, better value.

Improving the health and well-being of

Oregonians will take the collaborative ef-
fortof families, schools, worksites, media,
governmentand communities. The firststep
isshifting the primary reason for weightloss
and exercise from appearance to health.
The second is figuring out what youcando
aboutit.
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Families can reduce the
amount of time they watch tele-
vision, prepare and eat more
meals together and plan activi-
ties that provide exercise and
enjoyment. Communities can
develop safe places for their
members to walk and ride
bikes.

Schools should ensure that
they are providing healthful food
and sensible portions. And they should
provide culturally appropriate education
abouthealthy eating habits and regular physi-
calactivity.

More than 100 million of us spend the
majority of our day ata worksite. Employ-
ers should establish worksite exercise fa-
cilities orcreate incentives foremployeesto
join local fitness centers. They can help
curtail the endless parade of unhealthy food
appearing at workstations and reception
counters everywhere, and encourage em-
ployees to share healthier snacks with their
co-workers.

Oregon employers are spending huge
amounts of money on health insurance and
racking upan estimated $1 billion in hospi-
tal costs attributable to obesity, so these
steps make good business sense.

The good news is that 50 percent of the
risk of developing chronic disease and dy-
ing prematurely is posed by something we
canchange. Even modest weightloss —5
to 15 percent of total body weight —
reduces risk factors for conditions such as
cardiovascular disease.

By modifying ourenvironments and be- |
haviors to promote healthier eating and |
increased physical activity, we canextend |
lives, save money and improve the quality |
of life for thousands of Oregonians. '

Grant Higginson, M.D., is the sfu!e'
public health officer in the Oregon De- |
partment of Human Services.
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Not only have talented Blacks sold
billions of tickets. They even invented the
machine that dispenses the tickets.
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From inventions like the ticket dispensing machine to the many other unknown African American

achievements, Black history has touched our lives in many ways.
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