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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee:


In America today, 61% of the adult population -- more than 100 million
people -- are either overweight or obese.  If they are obese, they are
carrying around 30 or more pounds of extra weight.  This is not a cosmetic
problem, it is a public health problem.  It is expensive -- costing
considerably more than $100 billion to our nation annually.  Of these
dollars, no fewer than $50 billion represents the cost of absenteeism and
lost productivity borne by employers and the balance represents direct
health care costs or the costs of treating the disease consequences of
obesity.

In 1994, when we founded Shape Up America!, we were criticized for identifying
obesity as the cause of 300,000 premature deaths in the United States annually.  Since then, our figures have been validated by the National Institutes of Health and appear in the recent Call to Action to Prevent and Decrease Overweight and Obesity issued by the United States Surgeon General in December, 2001.

What has helped the efforts of Shape Up America! to raise awareness of the
insidious problem of obesity is the unhappy fact that type 2 diabetes is on
the rise in the United States as a direct consequence of obesity.   It is by
far the most common form of diabetes and afflicts more than 15 million
Americans, nearly all of whom are obese.  The worst aspect of it is the
growing prevalence of pediatric type 2 diabetes.

It was scarcely 20 years ago that type 2 diabetes was considered to afflict
only obese adults.  Rarely seen in anyone younger than 40 years old, today
type 2 diabetes is the scourge of youth.  It is a testimony to the inactivity and obesity of children and occurs in children as young as 8 or 9 years of age.  These children and their families scarcely understand the blindness, neuropathy, amputations, kidney failure and heart disease that eventually result from uncontrolled type 2 diabetes.  Shape Up America! has documented that controlling this disease in youth is especially challenging.


The children in East Silver Spring Elementary School in Silver Spring, MD
have encouraged you to pass HB 439 that would designate walking as the state
exercise.  Their reasons for walking relate to the sheer enjoyment of the
activity and the fun and companionship that walking can offer.  On the basis
of their arguments alone we hope you would support the legislation. But as parents and concerned citizens, you have additional compelling reasons for supporting HB 439.

You can raise awareness that physical activity reaps important health
dividends by contributing to cardiovascular fitness, freedom from diseases
such as obesity and type 2 diabetes, and increased longevity as well as
quality of life.  Increased activity is one important key for the prevention
of weight gain.  Walking is easily the cheapest and most preferred form of
physical activity, accessible to all who are fortunate enough to have
sidewalks and safe neighborhoods in which to walk.

We hope the legislature of the State of Maryland will support the passage of
HB 439 not as a gesture that has meaning only for today or this week or even
this entire year.  Rather, we hope this will guide the formation of future
policies and the allocation of scarce resources toward the promotion of walking
in safety for persons of all ages.  Safe access to walking should be viewed
as the birthright of all citizens of the state of Maryland and indeed, of
all citizens of these United States.

It is a simple matter of good sense and good health.
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