The paradox of living in poverty and experiencing obesity was the subject of an earlier email.  Now a study has been released which links living in a very poor neighborhood and the risk for extreme obesity and developing type 2 diabetes.  It had long been suspected that the environment that a person lived in contributed to their physical health.  While not conclusive, this study gives more credence to that suspicion.

The participants in the research were part of a long-term housing study by the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  The author of the study is Jens Ludwig, a professor at the University of Chicago.  The study followed 4,498 women and children living in high-poverty public housing.  From 2008 to 2010, the researchers did health assessment follow-ups on the participants, including testing for diabetes.  The findings were published in the New England Journal of Medicine last month.  For the full report, follow this link: http://bit.ly/viIXtL.

The study found that 14.4% of the women who moved to a better neighborhood were extremely obese versus 17.7% who stayed in a neighborhood with greater incidence of poverty.  It also found that 16.3% of the women who moved had diabetes versus 20.0% of those who did not move.

Obesity contributes to heart disease and other health issues in addition to diabetes.  Diabetes alone is estimated to cost $5,000 per person annually.  If environment is a contributor to obesity, there are compelling financial reasons as well as quality of life issues for improving our neighborhoods.

There are two predominant reasons for residents of low-income neighborhoods to be at risk for obesity.  First is the lack of access to grocery stores with fresh produce.  The second is that there is a lack of safe places to be physically active.  Not only does this last reason prevent people from exercising, it also contributes to stress and can influence their eating habits.

Earlier this year SECOM became one of the YMCA’s four Healthy Living Hubs in Grand Rapids.  If you heard that, you may have raised an eyebrow and thought, “that’s nice, but why?”  The latest research answers the “why” question.  Moving everyone from a poor neighborhood to a better one only moves the problem in addition to being a financial impossibility.  It makes more sense to bring healthy opportunities to the neighborhood.  The Y’s programming is addressing most prevalent reasons for residents of Burton Heights to be at risk for obesity.

The Y’s programs are bringing healthy opportunities to our neighbors.  They are offering nutrition classes, a community garden, fresh produce and organized physical activities to our families.  There are activities for the entire family that vary throughout the year.  The long–term benefits of improved health may not be evident for years, but the neighborhood is already seeing an improved sense of community.

This comes at a cost, but far less than the potential medical costs without the programs.  The W.K. Kellogg Foundation is supporting the bulk of the Y’s activities for the next three years.  SECOM needs to contribute its share to make it all come together.

If you can see the benefits that our community will receive from healthy living initiatives, I hope you will keep SECOM in mind.   If we change enough lives, we can change the neighborhood.  SECOM is looking forward to exciting times in the next few years.  The generous investment of our donors is what will make it all happen.

Stephanie Broyles at the Pennington Biomedical Research Center says, “We can’t just ask individuals to change their behaviors; we have to change the environment as well.”  

We would be honored if you stopped in to see how we are changing the environment in Burton Heights.

On behalf of our neighborhood, thank you being a part of our ministry.


Best regards,

Robert
Robert Heys

Development Director

