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A study found that, from '86 to '98, their ranks swelled. Diet and lack of exercise were cited. 
By Susan FitzGerald   PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER STAFF WRITER 

An epidemic of childhood obesity is growing rapidly in the United States, and it is particularly pervasive among black and Hispanic children. 

The prevalence of weight problems among black and Hispanic children more than doubled in just over a decade, to the point that almost 22 percent of them are considered significantly overweight. 

The rise was slower among white children, according to a study published today, but it was still alarming. In 1986, about 8 percent of non-Hispanic white children were overweight. By 1998, more than 12 percent were. 

These are "dramatic increases in a short period of time," said Richard Strauss, a pediatrician at Robert Wood Johnson School of Medicine in New Brunswick N.J., who coauthored the report in the Journal of the American Medical Association. And there is every reason to think the trend has continued, he said. 

The study did not specifically address why such racial and ethnic differences exist, but researchers said a long list of factors, from TV to super-size food portions, can be blamed. 

"Childhood overweight reflects the convergence of many biological, economic, and social factors," they wrote. "Overweight arises from multiple causes, some as intimate as the family dinner table, others as seductive as television or the latest children's video game." 

Not only are there more overweight children, the study found, but they are fatter than ever. 

This latest snapshot of childhood obesity comes a day before U.S. Surgeon General David Satcher is to release a "call to action" plan outlining how individuals, families, schools, community groups and others can help curb the surge in fatness among children and adults alike. By the government's latest count, about 3 out of 5 adults are too heavy. The terms obese and overweight are scientific measures for adults, but children are classified as overweight or at risk for overweight. 

Some experts predict that obesity could become the most daunting public health problem facing America, fueling more cases of diabetes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, osteoarthritis and gallstones, and raising the death toll from heart disease, stroke and certain cancers. 

Experts know the devastating effects excess weight can have on the adult body, and when the burden begins in childhood, the consequences could turn out to be even more profound. 

"You have an extra 40 years of all the complications, and the cost," said Dr. Christopher Still, who runs a weight-management program at Geisinger Medical Center in Danville, Pa., and serves on a state Health Department task force on obesity. 

Doctors are seeing a dramatic rise in children and teens of type 2 diabetes, which used to be diagnosed mostly in adults. Diabetes can damage the eyes, blood vessels, kidneys and nerves. 

With diabetes now showing up in overweight children and teens, "I have no doubt there are going to be significant long-term problems," Strauss said. 

For today's study, Strauss and coauthor Harold Pollack of the University of Michigan analyzed measurements taken on 8,270 children ages 4 to 12 between 1986 and 1998. The increases in weight were most dramatic among minorities, children living in Southern states, and boys. 

Children were considered overweight if their "body mass index" - a number that reflects a person's weight in relation to their height - was greater than the 95th percentile for their age and sex, based on a standard growth chart. For instance, a 10-year-old boy who was 4-foot-10 and weighed more than 106 pounds would be in that category. 

The researchers reported that when they added those children who were on the verge of being overweight - with BMI between the 85th and 95th percentile - the percentage of children with weight problems rose to 26 percent for whites and about 38 percent for black and Hispanic children. 

Strauss said being active and eating well in a world of fast food and electronic toys required "time and energy and persistence and commitment." He said children living in poor, urban neighborhoods don't necessarily have safe, open spaces to run and play, and the corner stores where many families shop are often lacking in fresh produce. 

"When you look at all the factors, you find that children in families that are stretched or lacking in resources are particularly at risk" for weight problems, he said, "but I think all children are at risk." 

These latest numbers did not surprise health professionals working in the community. 

Dr. English Willis, medical director of Women's and Children's Health Services at Pennsylvania Hospital, said about 20 percent of the children who come in for care were overweight. Even before school, "you see the kids in the store at 8:15 with junk food," she said. 

At Maria de los Santos Health Center in North Philadelphia, health educator Anahis Gonzalez estimated that 30 percent of young patients were overweight. She said the Latino diet can be heavy on fried rice, pork and chicken, and on top of that, Hispanic children are picking up American eating habits. 

Felicia Opiyo, a nutritionist at Fairmount Primary Care Center in Philadelphia, points to one of the latest food fads with youngsters. "Now on top of french fries, they put cheese sauce, and that's adding even more calories," she said. 

Experts say reversing the surge of obesity in children will require changing the habits of adults, too. 

Nazeer Harper, 14, a freshman at William Penn High School in Philadelphia, and his mother, Ellen, 36, a nursing-home worker, are a case in point. Both are overweight and on a diet. 

Ellen Harper said she rid her house of junk food and made some cooking changes, and she and her son are losing weight. 

"It's hard because I can't do what I want to," Nazeer said. "I can't eat what I want anymore."

