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And obesity was threatening to rob us of untold 
potential leaders and detract from our future 
workforce. That’s why we formed the Mayor’s 
Fitness Council in 2010 to bring a new level of 
awareness to health and wellness.

Members of the MFC include representatives 
from local nonprofits, businesses, city 
governments, hospital systems, schools, and 
universities. The movement dovetailed with 
SA2020, a community-wide visioning effort that 
was kicked off in 2010 to let residents decide what 
kind of community we wanted to be by the year 
2020. The community set a bold vision to make 
San Antonio’s residents among the healthiest 
in the nation. The resulting momentum gave 
us the platform to launch the kind of sustained 
community-wide effort among local government, 
citizens, businesses, nonprofits, schools, and health 
leaders to have a chance at being successful.

Over the next 3 years, the City’s Metropolitan 
Health District, which received a $15.6 million 
Communities Putting Prevention to Work 
(CCPW) obesity prevention grant, the Mayor’s 
Fitness Council, and numerous other community 
organizations launched a series of initiatives:
•	 A	Student	Ambassador	Program	for	youth	to	

promote health and fitness in their schools and 
local communities;

•	 An	ongoing	series	of	Healthy	Schools	Summits	
where San Antonio’s school districts gather to 
discuss health and wellness policies in schools, 
share best practices, and report on progress of 
health initiatives;

When I became mayor of San 
Antonio in 2009, I vowed to end 
the days of our city making the 
list of America’s Fattest Cities. 
It had nothing to do with vanity, 
and everything to do with a 
fundamental belief that every 
resident deserves to live a life of 
dignity. Obesity, and the illnesses 
like diabetes that often stem 
from it, rob Americans of their 
quality of life and chip away at the 
productivity of a community every 
day. I witnessed it firsthand as a 
young boy, watching the ravages of 
diabetes consume my grandmother 
who helped raise me.

Medical experts tell us that 
obesity is a generational disease. To a policy 
maker, that means it is the kind of illness that 
requires time, funding, and sustained effort to 
address. To a politician, it usually translates into 
avoidance because it is not the kind of issue that 
lends itself to quick fixes. We didn’t have that 
option in San Antonio, where more than 1 in 3 
adults were considered obese around the time I 
took office. 

Fortunately, there was a long list of folks who 
were already working in the trenches and yearning 
to collaborate with each other to move the 
community forward. Business leaders, government 
officials, educators, and parents recognized that 
a healthy community is a productive community. 
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•	 A	program	of	free	group	exercise	classes	in	city	
parks called Fitness in the Park;

•	 A	training	program	to	encourage	San	Antonio	
residents to lead Neighborhood Walking 
Groups throughout San Antonio;

•	 A	healthy	menu	program	called	¡Por	Vida!	that	
recognizes local restaurants for highlighting 
healthier meal options.

Those efforts have led to concrete action. 
Salad bars have been added to 108 local schools, 
$1.7 million has been invested in area parks to 
add fitness equipment, walking trails, and other 
enhancements, and community-wide fitness events 
have been created to great success. Síclovía, a free 
event that periodically closes major city streets 
to create a safe place for people to exercise and 
play, has broken attendance records with each 
successive event. The last one on September 29th 
attracted more than 73,000 walkers, runners, and 
cyclists.

Today, we still have much work to do, but we 
are starting to see phenomenal improvement 
in the area of obesity. This past July, the San 
Antonio Metropolitan Health District (Metro 
Health) announced that the obesity rate in San 
Antonio and Bexar County plunged from 35.1 
percent to 28.5 percent between 2010 and 2012. 
That dramatic drop put San Antonio below the 
statewide rate of 29.3 percent for the first time 
in recent memory. In human terms, San Antonio’s 
progress means that within 2 years 70,000 adult 
men and women are no longer obese and have 

reduced their risk for diabetes, heart disease, and 
other maladies. Just as importantly, the declining 
obesity rate in San Antonio also was paralleled by 
an increase in the healthy weight proportion of the 
population from 31.2 percent to 35.4 percent. 

 What it all means is that we now have concrete 
evidence that targeted investments can pay off 
and positively impact the health of our families 
and the overall quality 
of life in San Antonio. 
Positive progress doesn’t 
have to take years, but 
you have to have strong 
community buy-in. We 
know much work remains. 
The rates of diabetes, 
childhood obesity, and 
the uninsured are still far 
too high in San Antonio. 
But we now have a 
blueprint to tackle these 
problems and to share 
our successes with other 
cities and states across 
the nation.

Síclovía, a free 
event that 
periodically 
closes major 
city streets to 
create a safe 
place for people 
to exercise and 
play, has broken 
attendance 
records with each 
successive event.




