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Officials tout slender Colorado

Thin population lowers costs, helps to lure new businesses

By Rachel Brand, Rocky Mountain News

June 29, 2006

Your waistline is an economic incentive. 

Obese employees have higher health care costs, so corporate relocation firms are starting to ask for states' obesity data, business experts say. 

And Denver's thin population is a big reason why companies might move here. 

"It's a huge advantage for us," said Tom Clark, president of the Metro Denver Economic Development Corp. Coloradans' health is no longer just a medical issue but also one with cultural and economic ramifications. 

Clark, 33 metro-area mayors and fitness guru Dr. Jim Hill will announce today a commission dedicated to improving health in the metro area. 

"We'd like to unveil a 10-year strategic plan to make metro Denver the country's healthiest city," Broomfield Mayor Karen Stuart said. 

The Colorado Trust contributed $40,000 to jump-start the commission, and support also came from Centura Health and the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment. 

Obesity is a major contributor to heart disease, diabetes, high cholesterol, stroke and gall bladder disease, to name a few. 

Clark, citing a 1999 study, said obesity accounts for 43 percent of all health care spending by U.S. businesses. 

Credit the outdoorsy lifestyle and abundant sunshine: Colorado has the lowest obesity rate in the nation. Arizona and Texas, Colorado's frequent competitors for corporate relocations, are 11th and 46th. 

As a result, health insurance rates in Denver are about $400 cheaper per year than across the U.S. 

But immigration and aging is fattening Colorado as fast as everyone else. In Colorado, as elsewhere, people are on average 10 pounds heavier than they were 10 years ago. 

"The fact is, if we don't do something we are going to be like Mississippi or Alabama," said Hill, of the Center for Human Nutrition at the University of Colorado. 

What's the solution? 

In Arkansas, state employees are paid to walk 15 minutes a day, Hill said. "I would love it if every business in Denver offered a wellness program." 

He suggested businesses reward schoolchildren with fitness gear. Planners could design developments with more trails, and restaurants could make low-fat food more available. 

"Right now, we make it easier for people to make bad choices than good choices," he said. "We can't just say 'go and walk more' without places to walk." 

Stuart suggested cities partner with retailers such as REI, Gaiam and Wild Oats in the endeavor. 

"It seems like a logical way to market ourselves," she said. "We're just scratching the surface of this issue. The amount of business productivity lost to people with health-related problems can make a big difference." 

By the numbers 

17.8% Colorado residents who are obese, defined as having an excess of body fat that leads to disease and a body mass index of 30 or higher 

24.4% Americans who are obese 

36.7% Coloradans and Americans who are overweight, defined as an excessive accumulation of body fat that does not lead to disease and a body mass index from 25 to 29.9 
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