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When I came to the conclusion that we have an 
obesity epidemic in this country I wanted to do 
something about it. Primarily to combat this grow-
ing problem in our country, I agreed to serve for 
the last four years as the only non-physician on 
the Board of Trustees for the American Medical 
Association (AMA). The AMA is the largest physi-
cian organization in the country, and is dedicated 
to promoting better public health.

I also serve as the Chief Operating Officer of The 
Trust for Public Land, the nation’s largest organi-
zation committed to ensuring that everyone, in 
particular every child, enjoys close-to-home access 
to a park, playground, garden or natural area. That 
is the mission of our Parks for People initiative.

Since our founding 40 years ago, The Trust for 
Public Land has acquired over 3.1 million acres of 
land, through 5,295 park and conservation projects 
across 47 states. That land has later been trans-
ferred to local, state and federal governments to 
create new parks and expand existing parks. Since 
1996, we have also led a variety of voter-inspired 
bond initiatives, which have resulted in over $34 
billion in additional funds dedicated for the 
creation of more parks.

What I have learned from my service with the 
AMA regarding obesity:

1. The obesity problem in this country is un-
acceptable and getting worse. Currently, 35.7% 
of our population is obese, a condition which 
increases the risk of heart attacks, strokes, diabetes 
and several forms of cancer and arthritis. If cur-
rent trends continue, one study projects that half 
of Americans will be obese by 2030, and obesity 
related diseases could increase ten-fold between 
2010 and 2020, and then double again by 2030 
(Healthy Americans [HA], 2012).

2. Not only does obesity cost us lost years of our 
lives and lost enjoyment during those shortened 
lifetimes, it costs us a great deal of  money. In 
2008, we spent $147 billion on health care related 
to obesity (CDC, 2012), and those costs are pro-
jected to increase to $344 billion annually within 
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10 years (Hellmich, 2009). Beyond the 
direct costs, there is an even more sig-
nificant economic loss, a loss that can 
be measured in terms of absenteeism, 
lack of productivity, and related factors. 
Economic productivity losses are esti-
mated to be between $390 billion and 
$580 billion by 2013 (Voelker, 2012).

3. A healthy diet can help, but exer-
cise is also very important. Yet people 
are not exercising. Almost half (49%) of 
Americans get less than the minimum 
recommended amount of physical ac-
tivity, and 36% of adults engage in no 
exercise at all (Harnik, 2011).

4. We know exercise can make a 
difference. A recent study found that 
children who exercised 20 minutes a 
day lowered an important measure of 
diabetes risk by 18%, and exercising 40 
minutes a day reduced the risk by 22% 
(Davis, 2012). Researchers also empha-
sized that exercise should be fun to 
keep children engaged in this beneficial behavior. 

The AMA has taken a number of steps to educate 
Americans regarding a variety of successful changes 
to our diet and lifestyle, based on various studies 
and programs conducted across the country. To that 
end, the entire September 2012 issue of the Journal 
of the American Medical Association was devoted 
to obesity. The AMA is also helping doctors find 
ways to discuss obesity with patients in a non-threat-
ening and life-changing fashion in its new program, 
“Weigh What Matters.”  

I don’t want to see my friends and fellow Ameri-
cans eat ourselves to death, or live with the diseases 
and soaring medical costs related to obesity. Be-
cause one way to fight obesity is with more exercise, 
I searched for a national organization committed to 
creating more places where people could get out-
doors and get the physical activity they need.

That organization is The Trust for Public Land, and 
we are taking several steps to help fight obesity:
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This program 
makes it easier and 
more enjoyable
for children to be
active and play, and 
also to develop
good habits which
can last a lifetime.

1. We make people aware of how they can use 
existing parks, help develop new parks and trails, 
enhance existing parks, and make it easier and 
more enjoyable to live healthier lifestyles. We have 
offices in 34 cities, and we have tailored a number 
of programs and projects to meet the specific 
needs and desires of the communities we serve.

2. We have made it a priority for people to know 
what parks are in their neighborhood, and how 
their city ranks in providing and maintaining its 
system of parks. In May, 2012, we launched The 
Trust for Public Land ParkScore™, the most com-
prehensive analysis ever done of the park systems 

in the 40 largest cities in the 
U.S. One key component of our 
grading system was calculating 
how much of a city’s population 
lives within a 10-minute walk 
of a park. Since our report was 
published, a number of city 
officials have adopted our 
goals of creating more parks 
and open space, and they are 
using the 10-minute walk stan-
dard. One city, which had not 
scored well, immediately initi-
ated a bond measure to create 
more funds for new parks. The 

bond measure received a 58% passage rate less 
than six months later. 

3. We are working together with city and county 
governments, national and regional health care 
organizations, major corporations and foundations 
to install sturdy, state-of-the-art outdoor exercise 
equipment in existing parks. Our Trust for Public 
Land Fitness Zone® Program began in Los Angeles, 
where we now have 41 such fitness zones, and it 
has spread to many other cities across the country. 
Our adult equipment is installed in areas adja-
cent to children’s playground equipment, so that 
parents can exercise while watching their children 
play and children learn the importance of exercise 
from their best role models — their parents. We 
have also installed equipment for younger children, 
yet another way we are addressing the growing 
problem of childhood obesity. Our goal is to make 
exercise fun and accessible for everyone.

4. We renovate old schoolyards and transform 
them into multipurpose playgrounds, creating fun 

new play areas for the students while school is in 
session, as well as much needed neighborhood 
playgrounds when school is out. We have designed 
more than 175 such schoolyards in New York (and 
built the playgrounds in 54 schools to date), and 
we are now doing the same in other cities. This 
program, which also employs The Trust for Public 
Land’s Green Infrastructure design and building 
disciplines, makes it easier and more enjoyable for 
children to be active and play, and also to develop 
good habits which can last a lifetime—all in the 
fight against childhood obesity. (An additional ben-
efit of this program is helping cities increase their 
growing stormwater management challenges.)

5. We are turning abandoned or seldom-used 
urban railroad lines into neighborhood parks (Rails 
to Trails Program). For example, we have been 
retained by the Chicago Park District to be the 
private sector leader of a public-private effort to 
convert a 2.7 mile long rail line into the world’s third 
elevated, linear park. Known as the Bloomingdale 
Trail, the project costs more than $90 million and 
will provide a new park for walking, hiking, cycling 
and other forms of healthy activity to the 36,000 
households adjacent to the Bloomingdale Trail. In 
addition, through connections to Chicago’s existing 
network of parks and trails, the Bloomingdale Trail 
will serve hundreds of thousands more residents, 
businesses and visitors. In addition to the 15 acres 
of new elevated park space, we are building six 
new street-level parks which provide access to the 
trail throughout the various neighborhoods where 
the line runs. We are pursuing similar efforts in cities 
from New York to Seattle, all with the mission to 
create parks that are more accessible — and more 
enjoyable — for more people.

What does this mean to you? What action should 
you take?

1. It starts with you — promise yourself you will 
take better care of yourself. If you won’t do it for 
yourself, then do it for family and friends, those 
people who need you and count on you. I appreci-
ate the message of Dr. Reed Tuckson’s book, The
Doctor in the Mirror. We need to take responsibility 
for our own health. It will take time and personal 
commitment. It may not come quickly. But living a 
longer, healthier and happier life is certainly worth 
it, for both you and your family. For more informa-
tion about the effects of obesity on you and your 
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loved ones, and how you can lead a healthier 
life for many years to come, I encourage you to 
visit the AMA’s website (www.ama-assn.org), 
and to also ask your doctor for advice and 
encouragement.

2. Get moving—it can be fun. Start with a daily 
10-minute walk around your neighborhood. Even 
better, take a daily (or frequent) walk to a near-
by park. Parks are the most unique and enjoy-
able public places. In a park, you can spend time 
with your family and friends, engage in physical 
activity, or just appreciate the stunning beauty of 
nature and the quiet contemplation of a solitary 
walk amongst the trees. If you don’t know where 
the closest park is to your home, visit our website 
(parkscore.tpl.org) for parks in the 40 largest cities 
in the country, or contact the Parks Department in 
your city. 

3. Pass what you experience on to others. At 
home, at work, among your friends, or where you 
worship, you can reach out to others and encour-
age them to live a more active lifestyle. It is a 
lot easier, and often more enjoyable, if you and 
another person support each other in this life-
extending process. Make it a life-changing habit 
together. 

4. Join us in our mission to create more parks 
and enhance existing parks. In all our efforts, 
we work with the people in the communities we 
serve: mayors and other elected officials, corpora-
tions, foundations, civic leaders, local organiza-
tions, and individuals—people like you. Commu-
nity engagement is a focal point and strength of 
all our urban programs. Together, we can make 
your community a better place to live a long and 
healthy life. Visit our website (tpl.org) for a list of 
all the parks we have created or enhanced across 

the country, and learn about the work we are 
doing in your city. 

And if you lead an organization, contact me 
directly at chris.kay@tpl.org. As the former Chief 
Operating Officer of a Fortune 200 company, I 
know how vital it is to improve the health and 
welfare of our company’s employees, our custom-
ers, the communities where we work and live, and 
at the same time meet all our business objec-
tives for our shareholders. At The Trust for Public 
Land, we have helped a variety of businesses and 
organizations accomplish all these laudable objec-
tives, and we welcome the opportunity to discuss 
similar “win-win” proposals with you. As the study 
in the recent Journal of the American Medical As-
sociation demonstrated, even 20 minutes of daily 
exercise can make a huge difference in the health 
of a child.

Why do we at the AMA and The Trust for Public 
Land fight this battle? It’s simple — people will live 
longer, healthier and happier lives as we reduce 
the amount of obesity in this country, and our 
nation will save billions of dollars. Why should you 
join us? Because you also want to live longer, be 
healthier, and enjoy life — both the life you live, 
and the lives of your children, your family, and 
friends.

Albert Einstein once said, “Look deep into na-
ture, whether close or far away, and then you will 
understand everything better. And teach others 
to do the same.” These were words of uncommon 
wisdom from a wise man at that time, and they are 
even more applicable today. Join us in building 
new parks, improving those which already exist, 
and in helping Americans learn the joys and ben-
efits of parks and the outdoors — for this genera-
tion and for many more generations to follow.
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