The Obesity-Sprawl Connection
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Obesity and sedentary lifestyles are emerging as major threats to the health of Washington
residents. New research suggests that sprawling suburbs—where most destinations are too far
to be reached on foot, and a car is a necessity for virtually every trip—may contribute to the
obesity epidemic by limiting opportunities for regular daily exercise.

Pedestrian-friendly neighborhood design, on the other hand, can encourage walking and reduce
obesity rates. Cities that have curbed suburban sprawl tend to have lower rates of obesity and
chronic illness. Similarly, residents of neighborhoods designed to accommodate pedestrians are
less likely to be obese, and more likely to engage in moderate physical activity, than residents of
more sprawling areas. Designing communities for walking can yield tangible health benefits for
Washington residents.

OBESITY AND PHYSICAL INACTIVITY ARE A RISING BURDEN FOR WASHINGTON
RESIDENTS’ HEALTH—AND POCKETBOOKS

= Since 1990, the share of Washington residents
who are obese has more than doubled—one of Obesity rates in Washington have
the fastest increases in the country.Today, more than doubled since 1990
more than one in five residents are 25 1
obese and an additional 36 percent are
overweight. And nearly half of Washington
residents fail to engage in regular
moderate exercise.’
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= At least one out of every seven

15
Washington children is now overweight.?

= Obesity increases the risk of high blood
pressure, diabetes, heart disease, stroke,
gallbladder disease, osteoarthritis, breast
cancer, and colon cancer,among other
ailments.3
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= Treating the diseases caused by obesity
and physical inactivity costs at least
$1 billion each year in Washington 0 ‘ ‘ ‘
state—and possibly much more.The 1990 1995 2000 2005
comprehensive economic costs of obesity
and inactivity are even higher: sedentary
lifestyles, for example, tend to make workers less productive and more prone to absenteeism.
By some estimates, the productivity losses stemming from physical inactivity sap more than
$4.6 billion each year from Washington’s economy.*

State of Washington residents who are obese (percent)
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GOOD NEIGHBORHOOD DESIGN CAN ENCOURAGE WALKING AND REDUCE OBESITY

= Nationwide studies find that the most sprawling metropolitan counties tend to have the
highest rates of obesity and the lowest levels of physical activity.®

= People who live in neighborhoods designed to encourage walking get more exercise, and are
less likely to be obese, than are people who live in sprawling suburbs with poor pedestrian
facilities.

= Elements of community design that encourage walking include:

- an interconnected street grid that provides direct routes to nearby
destinations;

- a mixture of residences, stores, and businesses, that provides destinations
within an easy walk of homes;

- a safe and pleasant streetscape with pedestrian amenities such as sidewalks,
shade trees, little traffic,and shops lining sidewalks.

= In a San Diego study, people who lived in traditional neighborhoods (where the street grid
was designed for pedestrians and many stores and services were a short walk from people’s
homes) walked significantly more for errands than did residents of sprawling neighborhoods.
As a result, the residents of the pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods got 70 extra minutes of
physical activity per week and were 40 percent less likely to be overweight or obese.”

= If the greater Puget Sound region were to curb sprawl by even a modest amount, residents
could save tens of millions of dollars in annual medical costs for treating the effects of
obesity and physical inactivity.®

Sources on following page, or visit http://www.northwestwatch.org/sprawl|_health/
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