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DHS addresses childhood obesity at town hall meeting

Philadelphia--The Philadelphia Department of Human Services held a town hall meeting to explain the role of child welfare in addressing childhood obesity and to provide parents with information and resources that will help them adopt healthier lifestyles for themselves and their children.  The town hall featured a panel of experts including DHS Commissioner, Anne Marie Ambrose, Dr. Cindy Christian, DHS Medical Director, Dr. Giridhar Mallya, Director of Policy & Planning, Philadelphia Public Health Department, Sue Slawson, Recreation Commissioner and Elizabeth Wallace, CHOP Well-Being Center Nutritionist.
According to the Philadelphia Health Department, in 2010, 63% all Philadelphians and 40.7% of Philadelphia children were either overweight or obese.  The problem is particularly epidemic among adolescents whom the rate of obesity increased 74% between 1999-2009. In fact, Philadelphia has the highest prevalence of obese adolescents and the second highest prevalence of overweight adolescents.  Furthermore, rates of chronic disease related to obesity are increasing among adults in Philadelphia.  In 2009, among counties containing one of the ten largest cities, Philadelphia had the highest prevalence of hypertension (34.5%) and heart disease (4.5%) the second highest prevalence of diabetes (10.7%) and obesity (29.3%). 

Obesity is also prevalent among children served by DHS.  The Department’s medical unit recently purchased two scales with a maximum weight of 400 pounds, because of the growing number of obesity cases.  According to DHS Commissioner Anne Marie Ambrose, the Department’s nurses are seeing an increase of obesity related health issues including Type 2 Diabetes, sleep apnea, hypertension and asthma.  
According to Dr. Giridhar Mallya, Director of Policy & Planning for the Philadelphia Department of Public Health, obesity-related diseases are the second leading cause of death in Philadelphia, accounting for approximately 20,000 deaths in the last 10 years and $750 million in health care costs annually. Rates of obesity among children have doubled over the past 25 years because of increased consumption of unhealthy snacks and beverages and decreased physical activity. 

To address these issues, in March 2010, the Department of Public Health launched the Get Healthy Philly initiative.  “Get Healthy Philly is working to promote healthy eating, active living, and smoke free lifestyles by making the healthy choice the easy choice for Philadelphians," he explains. “We are partnering with agencies inside and outside of government to increase the availability and affordability of healthy foods and enhance opportunities for physical activity in daily living."
As part of its efforts to encourage physical activity among children and youth, Get Healthy Philly is collaborating with the Department of Parks and Recreation.  According to Recreation Commissioner, Susan Slawson, the Department’s after school and summer programs have adopted an evidence-based physical activity initiative called SPARK (sports, play, and active recreation for kids). Slawson also notes that the city’s many recreation centers offer a host of free and low cost opportunities for children and adults to participate in a wide variety of physical activities.  “Residents can search for recreation centers in their neighborhood as well as for specific activities on the Department’s web site,” she says.  

Another panelist at the event, Elizabeth Wallace, a clinical dietitian at Children’s Hospital of Pennsylvania, recommended two easy but important ways parents can help children achieve a healthy weight—portion control and eliminating sugary beverages.   “Everyone wants to provide their children a healthy life.  Making just a few small changes in what you eat and drink can make a big impact on a family's wellbeing," she said.  

The event also featured a cooking demonstration by the Health Promotion Council, which included tips for preparing great tasting, nutritious food.    The Health Promotion Council is a non-profit organization that promotes health as well as prevention and management of chronic disease, through education, outreach and advocacy.  

Commissioner Ambrose stressed that parents play an important role in helping children adopt healthy habits. “We want to do all we can to support parents in their efforts to keep their children healthy,” she said.  “Our primary objective in holding this town hall is to increase awareness about the risks of childhood obesity and to provide families with the information and resources they need to ensure their children get plenty of exercise and a well-balanced diet.”

###

The Philadelphia Department of Human Services is charged with protecting children from abuse, neglect, and delinquency; ensuring their safety and permanency in nurturing home environments; and strengthening and preserving families by enhancing community-based prevention services. In partnership with community organizations, DHS provides services to strengthen the overall well being of Philadelphia children, youth, and families using a customer focused approach that is responsive to evolving community needs.
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