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Obesity, seen as a starting point

HEALTH: Looking at the costs of being overweight to an entire community

By Barbara Peters Smith

Published: Sunday, January 2, 2011 at 1:00 a.m.

For Dr. Lisa Merritt, grappling with a health burden that falls unequally in this

community can come down to convincing a handful of women to cook with turkey

instead of ham hocks in a dish of collard greens.

Or it can rise to endeavors like next weekend's town hall meeting on "The Challenge

of Obesity from the Cradle to the Grave." For health providers and activists,

addressing racial and cultural disparities now means finding every possible way to

tell people they can and should take charge of their own well-being.

Merritt is a rehabilitation specialist who brought her nonprofit Multicultural Health

Institute to Sarasota in 2006. She has worked with other African-American

physicians in the Gulf Coast Medical Society and the National Medical Association to

make the town hall an annual event. This year's focus on obesity, she said, grew out

of three years of work by the Newtown Health Advisory Council, which she helped

found.

"An overwhelming majority" on the council, she said, "felt that this is the core issue

challenging the community, because that ties into all the other disparity issues. It's a

major concern with respect to the children, and the increased risks for diabetes and

arthritis that they're going to have."

Dr. Randall C. Morgan, a Sarasota orthopedist and past president of the National

Medical Association, said obesity is a prime suspect in the mystery of why arthritis

affects U.S. women, African-Americans and Hispanics to a greater degree. The

arthritis-obesity cycle, he said, is difficult to escape.

"It's painful to be mobile," he said. "Therefore, you stop moving. And when you

become inactive, you become obese."

Researchers at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recently reported

that two in nine Americans -- about 50 million adults -- suffer from diagnosed

arthritis. They projected the number would reach 67 million by 2030, and cited

obesity as the driving factor in the rise.

Morgan attended a national summit in September to study disparities just becoming

evident in this new epidemic. One finding was that white males are more likely to

get treatment for osteoarthritis than other segments of the population.

"We want to try to get a better handle, for instance," he said, "on why women seem

to have arthritis to a greater extent, or why African-American women don't seem to

do as well after knee replacements as Caucasian women do."

Morgan and Merritt agreed that the solution lies in mobilizing patients to seek out

care, using education and peer support. Merritt points to the Newtown council's

work on an AIDS initiative as a model.

"We were able to formulate the Gatekeepers of Community Health, which is a group
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of community health workers," she said. "We began with taking lay people, all types

of people -- grandmothers, church people, college students, housewives, you name it

-- and training them in HIV/AIDS counseling and testing. Up to then, there had been

no fully coherent strategy targeting the communities of color."

Morgan said working at the community level helps researchers "drill down" through

health disparity data to find root causes.
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