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Controlling Childhood Obesity by Following the Leader

At a time when obesity rates are rising steadily, and alarmingly, among children throughout the United States and around the globe, the state of Arkansas is bucking the trend.  Traditionally subject to one of the higher rates of obesity in the country, due mostly to poverty, Arkansas, under the leadership of its Governor, Mike Huckabee, is now setting an example for other states in how to confront the threat effectively.

Last week, Governor Huckabee announced the year 3 results of a statewide effort to curtail the spread of childhood obesity.  The initiative, signed into law in 2003 (Act 1220), and implemented under the auspices of the Arkansas Center for Health Improvement, includes provisions to bar children’s access to vending machines in elementary schools;  disclose to communities the food and beverage contracts of all public schools; and create health advisory committees for all school districts.  But by far the most dramatic, and controversial, element in the law is a requirement to measure the body mass index (BMI) of every child in public school, and report it confidentially to parents, accompanied by information about the importance of healthful eating and physical activity.

With data on over 370,000 children, the Governor was able to announce that childhood obesity rates in Arkansas were stable, or even falling slightly, since Act 1220 went into effect.  The childhood obesity rates statewide were 20.9% in year 1; 20.8% in year 2; and 20.4% this year.  Prior to this initiative, childhood obesity had been rising yearly in the state for as long as records have been kept.  

I was privileged to discuss these results with Governor Huckabee last week.

-What has the program achieved to date?
After seeing a sharp increase in obesity numbers for over 25 years, we have actual data to show that we have stopped the progression of childhood obesity.

-How significant are the program results in your opinion?

We think it's groundbreaking---before we can start moving in the right direction, we have to stop moving in the wrong direction and we've done that.

-How does the Arkansas initiative compare to what other states are doing?

No other state is doing anything so comprehensive--we've changed preparation requirements for school lunches; restricted vending machine access and content; and enhanced PE requirements, to name a few.  And we're the only state to measure BMI for every student in public schools, K-12, and maintain longitudinal studies of those data.
-What resistance did you have to overcome to implement this program?

At first, parents didn't fully understand how we tested for BMI or how the report to them would be handled.  Once implemented, we've had surprisingly little pushback.

-Should other states emulate what Arkansas is doing?  What will they need to make it work? 

Sure--there needs to be strong cooperation and courage from the political leaders as well as from the education leaders and health community. Ultimately parents have to believe this is serious.

-What more do you hope to do in Arkansas to solve the problem of childhood obesity?

Continued focus on nutrition, portion control, and aggressive efforts to encourage activity and discourage overeating.
-Are you optimistic about the future health of children in Arkansas, and the US in general?
Yes for Arkansas, because we didn't just wring our hands, but joined our hands to aggressively deal with this.  I’m not sure yet about the nation as a whole.


The Arkansas results are particularly remarkable in light of the fact that childhood obesity continues to increase almost everywhere.  Data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention indicate a continuous rise in the national rate of childhood obesity, reported most recently this year in the Journal of the American Medical Association.  A report by Harvard researchers published in July in the journal Obesity shows a steady rise in the rates of obesity among even infants and toddlers in Massachusetts.  And at this year’s International Association of Agricultural Economists' annual conference in Australia, it was announced that for the first time in history, the number of overweight people in the world (roughly 1 billion) outnumbered the hungry (roughly 850 million).

As the current Chair of the National Governors Association, Governor Huckabee has been an ardent champion of public health, and in particular, the health of children.  As a representative of the public healthy community, and as a parent, I offer him my appreciation, and my admiration.  I also offer up the hope that the other governors recall, and might still be willing to play, a particular game from their own childhood: follow the leader!
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