Obesity: a growing problem with our youth 
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   The nation's increasing obesity rate in children is of little concern for six students at Alps Road Elementary School.
   These kids -- Maurice, 8; Emily, 9; Zara, 9; Mollie, 7; and brother and sister, Deandre, 9 and Kourtney, 7 -- naturally prefer to focus more on their after-school activities than a discussion of the statistics behind obesity and the frightening specter of Type 2 diabetes.
   Although, in their innocence, there is some acknowledgement.
   ''I get a little scared when I see the medicines my grandmother has to take,'' says Mollie, who confesses that her grandmother and uncle both battle diabetes.
   ''It gets you kinda nervous when you think about it,'' adds Deandre. ''But you can help it if you want to.''
   All six of these youngsters are apparently healthy and lead active lives -- the girls are all headed for an after-school dance class, and at least one of the boys is gearing up for football practice.
   However, according to local dietitians and Georgia Department of Human Resources statistics, the active lifestyle of children like these is becoming increasingly less common. Couple a more sedentary lifestyle with the consumption of less than healthy foods, and obesity becomes ''a major concern,'' says Jennifer Burnell, outpatient dietitian at Athens Regional Medical Center.A''It's been called an epidemic,'' she says of the recent studies into childhood obesity and the possible links of that trend to an increase in Type 2 diabetes. ''(The obesity rate) seems to have been slowly increasing for years. I think it's got to do with more kids living a sedentary lifestyle. They seem to be playing video games and watching TV more ... and then, even the commercials on TV are encouraging them to eat convenience foods that are higher in fat.''
   Connie Crawley, a registered dietitian with the University of Georgia College of Family and Consumer Sciences who holds a master's degree in nutrition from Case Western Reserve University, cites other factors she believes contribute to more and more children living less active lifestyles.
   ''There used to be a lot more casual activity,'' she said. ''Now, kids stay inside when it's hot because of air conditioning, and they have so many more options now inside than they did before. Even the fact that recess in (secondary and high) schools is an option has something to do with it, I think. Little preschoolers are starting to gain weight before they're supposed to and they aren't able to get it off when they become teen-agers.''
   For whatever reasons, according to the Georgia Department of Human Resources, a dramatic increase in overweight and obese children over the age of six, in both genders and all population groups, has been documented between 1960 and 1980. In addition, an overweight school-aged child with an obese parent has over a 70 percent chance of being obese in early adulthood.
   How do these facts link to the alarming increase in Type 2 diabetes in children reported by the GDHR and leading diabetes journals?
   ''If you're overweight and inactive, you're less able to use the natural insulin that the pancreas produces,'' Crawley says. ''After that, your blood sugar starts needing to be monitored.''
   In fact, according to a 2000 edition of Clinical Diabetes magazine (Vol. 18, No. 2), the 50 percent increase in childhood obesity in the last 20 years has contributed to 45 percent of children with newly recognized diabetes being diagnosed with type 2 diabetes, a form of diabetes typically not diagnosed until late adulthood.
   Crawley and Burnell both agree that education is the key to prevention of type 2 diabetes in kids. For this reason, both women are involved in educational groups that attempt to study and prevent the proliferation of diabetes in children.
   Crawley is part of a group in the Family and Consumer Sciences department at UGA who this year petitioned the National Institutes of Health for a $250,000 grant to study preventative measures.
   ''We would go into an African American (African American girls have a higher rate of obesity according to studies done by the GDHR) church outside of Atlanta and do applied research,'' she says. ''We would try to educate families on comprehensive intervention -- how to eat properly and steps they can take toward exercising regularly.''
   Crawley says they hope to have an answer from the NIH by the first of next year.
   For Burnell's part, she is involved in a program called ''My Choice,'' a 10-week course that targets middle school-aged children.
   ''We don't make the overweight kids feel uncomfortable,'' she says. ''They get picked on a lot at school and they are usually self-conscious. We try to teach them nutrition information and cooking and exercise tips so they can try to live healthier.''
   For the six students at Alps Road Elementary School, prevention of obesity and diabetes is simple.
   ''You have to eat good foods and play outside,'' says Kourtney, while her schoolmates nod in agreement. 
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