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INTRODUCTION
Louisiana is one of the most resilient 
states in the nation, with a rich, 
unique culture and history and a 
dynamic populace. Unfortunately, 
Louisianans have poor health overall 
as evidenced by the consistently low 
ranking among all states in United 
Health Foundation’s annual America’s 
Health Rankings®. We are again 
at an abysmal 49th. This is consistent 
with our rankings since 1990.

As public officials, health care 
professionals, and Louisianans, 
we take these rankings seriously.  
Where we stand on America’s Health 
Rankings® matters not only for the 
perception of our state, but for the 
health of our 4.5 million residents 
and our economic vitality. In recent 
years, Louisiana has endured a 
number of catastrophic events 
including floods, hurricanes, oil spills, 
and national economic downturn. 
These events did not cause our 
challenges, but rather brought them 
to greater public awareness, and 
also provided opportunities for us to 
move forward with building a state 
that is stronger, healthier, and more 

resilient. Having seen our people rise following 
these challenges, we are confident that Louisiana 
can improve its rankings through deliberate policy 
action. That is why we have set an ambitious, but 
achievable, goal of reversing our rankings trend 
and improving Louisiana’s ranking to 35th over 
the next few years. This will take leadership at 
the state and local levels, as well as the active 
participation of every citizen. We describe herein 
some actions at the state and local levels to move 
towards those improved rankings.

OBESITY REDUCTION
Physical and nutritional fitness is one of the 
major challenges facing Louisiana’s population. 
In 2012, 33.4 percent of our adults were 
considered obese, and childhood obesity is a 
serious issue. Obesity rates in our nation are high 
because of a combination of changes in the built 
environment and the availability of calorie-dense 
foods, combined with unhealthy life choices and 
insufficient policies to drive health and fitness.

In June 2012, New Orleans Mayor Mitch 
Landrieu unveiled a comprehensive plan to achieve 
nutritional and physical fitness for everyone in New 
Orleans. The effort, “Fit NOLA,” lays out a multi-
sector strategy led by the City of New Orleans in 
partnership with over 100 organizations. Through 
Fit NOLA, the City of New Orleans will focus 
on becoming one of the ten fittest cities in the 
United States by 2018. The Fit NOLA Partnership 
is a powerful step in the right direction, and it 
received a $1 million grant from Blue Cross Blue 
Shield of Louisiana to connect residents in three 
neighborhoods with underused parks and provide 
vouchers for fresh fruits and vegetables at area 
farmers markets.

Last year, New Orleans was named both a 
“Bronze” bicycle friendly community by the 
League of American Bicyclists and a “Bronze” walk 
friendly community by the Pedestrian and Bicycle 
Information Center. These awards reflect the City 
of New Orleans’ commitment to making the city 
more bicycle and pedestrian friendly. Recognizing 
that a bike friendly city is a healthy city, since 
Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans has quadrupled its 
miles of bikeways.

Mayor Landrieu also spearheaded the Fresh 
Food Retailer Initiative, launched in March 2011, 
which will award $14 million worth of forgivable 
and low-interest loans to supermarkets and grocery 
stores located in underserved neighborhoods in 
New Orleans. This program allows vendors to 
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renovate or expand retail outlets that sell fresh 
fruits and vegetables in those areas of New 
Orleans where access to fresh foods has been 
lacking, particularly for low-income residents.  In 
a city that was 80 percent underwater just 7 years 
ago, there are still many food deserts, and this 
initiative will greatly expand access to healthier 
options in our underserved areas.

At a statewide level, Louisiana Department 
of Health and Hospitals (DHH), in conjunction 
with Pennington Biomedical Research Center, 
announced a partnership to establish best 
practices that support better eating and exercise 
habits for Louisianans to address obesity.

Additionally, in August 2012, DHH launched 
“Living Well in Louisiana,” a three-month wellness 
challenge designed to help Louisianans combat 
obesity and its related chronic illnesses by taking 
small but effective steps to eat right and exercise 
daily. As part of the program, participants earn 
points for physical activity and healthy eating, 
compete on teams or individually, and track their 
progress online.

We are also making steps in the right direction 
legislatively. First passed in 2004 and updated in 
2009, the Louisiana legislature enacted a law that 
requires students in grades K-8 to engage in at 
least 30 minutes of quality moderate to vigorous 
physical activity each school day. Legislation was 
also enacted that restricts the availability of full-
calorie beverages for sale to students in public 
high schools, and offers healthier options like 
bottled water or low or no calorie beverages.

We believe we will continue this momentum of 
significant advances in the fight against obesity 
through meaningful partnerships, policies, and 
programs in Louisiana.

SMOKING
Although Louisiana passed the Smoke-Free Air 
Act in 2007 that prohibited smoking in most public 
places, smoking in bars and casinos is still prevalent 
across the state. In the absence of strong tobacco 
taxation as a disincentive for smoking, and with 
755,000 adults who smoke in Louisiana, we have to 
be creative in our approach to smoking cessation. 
Louisiana’s state cigarette excise tax is 36 cents per 

pack of 20 cigarettes, while the national average is 
$1.46 per pack of 20 cigarettes.

The Louisiana Campaign for Tobacco-Free Living 
has launched an advertisement campaign, “Let’s 
Be Totally Clear,” aimed at increasing awareness 
of the negative effects of secondhand smoke on 
employees who work at bars or casinos. Several 
bars in New Orleans 
have opted to operate 
smoke-free, but we have 
progress to make.

Cigarette smoking 
is far too common in 
Louisiana, but we look 
forward to continuing a 
dialogue that has already 
begun and taking action 
to lower the number of 
smokers in our state.

MATERNAL AND 
CHILD HEALTH
Louisiana has the second 
highest rate of low birth 
weight babies (babies 
born weighing less than 5.5 pounds) in the nation. 
Low birthweight and prematurity contribute to 
our national ranking as second highest in infant 
mortality.

To address this, we are implementing new and 
innovative programs to improve birth outcomes 
statewide. DHH is working with its partners to help 
end non-medically indicated deliveries prior to 39 
weeks gestation in Louisiana’s birthing hospitals. 
The New Orleans Health Department is working 
through Healthy Start New Orleans and with LSU 
Health Sciences Center and the State of Louisiana 
to implement the Best Babies Zone Project and the 
Inter-Pregnancy Care Project, programs that reflect 
our commitment to working with mothers and 
families to improve birth outcomes.

These programs have similar goals: to create 
systems change with the goal of reducing infant 
mortality and improving birth outcomes. We are 
hopeful that these programs will have a positive 
impact on our tragic infant mortality rate.

We believe we 
will continue this
momentum of 
significant advances 
in the fight against 
obesity through
meaningful 
partnerships, policies, 
and programs in 
Louisiana.
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DIABETES
One in 10 Louisianans suffers from diabetes. 
This is above the national median, which is 8.7 
percent. Recognizing that type II diabetes can 
be prevented by monitoring exercise, blood 
pressure, cholesterol and diet, we have taken some 
innovative approaches to combating diabetes in 
New Orleans.

In April 2010, the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, Office of the National 
Coordinator for Health Information Technology, 
chose the Greater New Orleans area as one of 
17 Beacon Communities in the country. The goal 
of the Beacon program is to demonstrate and 
accelerate the role of information technology 
in population health improvement across the 

continuum of care. All 
major hospital systems 
and community-based 
primary care providers 
are participating in this 
community collaborative, 
which is coordinated by 
the Louisiana Public Health 
Institute. The project 
focuses on chronic disease, 
mainly diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease, by 
accomplishing the following: 
1) Improving quality of 
care at the population 
level in measurable ways; 
2) Implementing health 
information technology 
(HIT) as an enabler for 
efficiency and scalability; 

3) Developing community-level, chronic disease 
standards of care; and 4) Implementing sustainable 
quality improvement efforts.

Through the use of innovative programs such as 
“Txt4Health,” the Beacon project has leveraged 
the power of mobile technology to allow New 
Orleanians to feel empowered to take action with 
their health. Txt4Health is a 14-week text-based 
program that encourages participants to engage 
with and manage their health, helps assess risk for 

type II diabetes, sets goals for increased activity 
and weight loss, and links individuals with local 
providers who may be able to provide care if 
necessary.

PRIMARY CARE
One area in which we are doing well as a state is in 
primary care. Seven years after Hurricane Katrina, 
the primary care infrastructure in Louisiana has 
grown. The greater New Orleans area has 102 
service sites for uninsured, under-insured, and low-
income residents. These sites include mobile units, 
school-based health clinics, residency training sites, 
and those who serve special populations such as 
HIV-positive and homeless patients, representing a 
heterogeneous mix of providers delivering care to 
the highest need populations in innovative ways.

In the 2011 rankings, Louisiana ranked 23rd in 
the nation with 117.9 primary care physicians per 
100,000 population. This area of success is the 
result of deliberate planning and policymaking to 
ensure that our workforce and access to healthcare 
remained strong after Hurricane Katrina.

CONCLUSION
We recognize the significant impact that social 
determinants like poverty and education play on 
the health of Louisianans, and we are working 
to ensure that we improve these factors which 
contribute to the public’s health. On these 
and other public health initiatives, we remain 
committed to protecting and promoting the health 
of New Orleanians and all Louisianans so that we 
may more effectively tackle our community’s public 
health challenges. We are optimistic that we can 
achieve our goal to reach 35th in the nation. We 
can and must do better as a state. Louisianans 
deserve no less.

Dr. DeSalvo is the Health Commissioner and Senior 
Health Policy Advisor to Mayor Mitch Landrieu 
for the City of New Orleans. Senator Heitmeier 
represents Louisiana State Senate District 7 and is 
Chairman of the Louisiana State Senate Health and 
Welfare Committee. 
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