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Good afternoon everyone, it’s a pleasure to welcome all of you to Washington today for this 

year’s winter meeting.   

  

Thank you, Mayor Kautz, for that wonderful introduction, and congratulations on becoming 

President of this fine organization.  I know you’re going to do an excellent job. 

  

I see that Secretary Chu is here, and I want to recognize him for his outstanding leadership at the 

Department of Energy.   

  

I’d also like to thank my hometown Mayor, Mayor Richard Daley; and past President of this 

organization, Mayor Joe Riley. 

  

And most of all, I want to thank all of you for the extraordinary work you’re doing every day in 

cities and towns across this country.   

  

As some of you may know, one of my first jobs was in a mayor’s office – working for Mayor 

Daley out in Chicago – and I saw firsthand the kind of challenges you all face.  Whether it’s 

handling a crisis in one of your schools, or dealing with cost overruns in paving your streets, or 

planning for that upcoming snowstorm, you have to be prepared for anything and everything.     

  

And it’s not like you catch a break when you leave the office.  Whether it’s at church, or the 

grocery store, or the Friday night football game, I know that people don’t hesitate to come up 

and tell you about the problems they’re having, or what they think you could be doing better.  

And they never hold back.      



  

There’s a reason for that – it’s because you all govern where people feel it most.  You see 

people’s struggles up close and personal.  And what you see on the ground is often the first 

indicator of what’s happening on a national level.   

  

You’re the first to see the impacts of a struggling economy in the lines at your unemployment 

offices.  You’re the first to know that crime rates are rising when you get those arrest reports 

from your police force.  You’re the first to get a sense of job losses when CEOs tell you that 

they’ve decided to locate their operations overseas rather than in your hometown.  

  

The same is true for issues affecting the physical and mental health of the people you serve.  

That’s why I wanted to talk with you today about a problem that’s of great concern to me – one 

that I know many of you are seeing and hearing about every day in your communities…and that 

is the epidemic of childhood obesity in America today. 

  

Over the past year, I’ve been thinking, reading and speaking a lot about this issue, but the 

statistics never fail to take my breath away.  Right now, nearly one third of children in America 

are overweight or obese – one in three.  And one third of all children today will eventually suffer 

from diabetes – in the African American and Latino communities, it goes up to almost half.   

  

So it’s not surprising that a study published just this month found that obesity could now be an 

even greater threat to America’s health than smoking.  In fact, medical experts are predicting that 

this generation is on track to have a shorter lifespan than their parents.   

  

Obesity is also one of the biggest threats to the American economy.  If we continue on our 

current path, in ten years, nearly 50 percent of all Americans will be obese – not just overweight, 

but obese.  So think about how much we’ll be spending on health care to treat obesity-related 

conditions like heart disease, cancer, and diabetes.  Think about all the missed days of work and 

decreased productivity we may see as a result.   

  

And think about what this means for our quality of life – for how people feel when they wake up 

in the morning; whether they can make it through a day of work; whether they can do something 

as simple as walking to the store, or playing ball with their kids and grandkids. 



  

And this isn’t some far-off, future problem we’re dealing with.  Many of you are already seeing 

some of the costs and consequences in the cities and towns you lead.   

  

You see how kids in your schools are struggling – sitting on the sidelines, unable to keep up with 

their classmates, visiting the school nurse with weight-related health problems.  You see it in 

your clinics and emergency rooms, in waiting rooms overflowing with folks suffering from 

preventable obesity-related problems from asthma to high blood pressure to diabetes.  One 

mayor told us that obesity can even impact economic development and job creation because 

CEOs and entrepreneurs worried about high employee health care costs are sometimes reluctant 

to set up shop in areas with high obesity rates.    

  

None of us wants this kind of future for our kids or for our country.  And I know that a lot of 

parents out there are worried right now.  They desperately want to do what’s right.  They 

desperately want to make responsible, healthy decisions for their kids.  But too often, the realities 

of modern life make it feel like the deck is stacked against them.   

  

Many parents tell me that they want to prepare healthy food for their kids, but there aren’t any 

supermarkets where they live that sell fresh produce.  Or they’re tight on money, and healthy 

foods seem too expensive.  Or they’re tight on time – working longer hours, working two jobs – 

so they can’t pull off those homecooked meals around the dinner table.   

  

They tell me they want their kids to be physically active, but their schools have cut gym and 

recess, and there’ve been cuts to sports and afterschool recreation programs too.  And the days of 

those tight-knit neighborhoods, where you could send kids out to play and tell them not to come 

back until dinner – for many folks, those days are long gone.  So many kids wind up spending 

their afternoons sitting in front of the TV or playing video games instead.  In fact, a study 

released today by the Kaiser Family Foundation found that the average young person in America 

spends more than seven and a half hours a day using some kind of media device.  

    

And sometimes, parents just don’t have the information they need to make decisions they feel 

good about.  They’re inundated with news reports filled with conflicting information, and with 

food labels filled with ingredients they can’t even pronounce, let alone know whether those 

ingredients are healthy.   



  

So really, with all the changes we’ve seen in our society – families having less time together, 

kids having fewer opportunities to be physically active, the rise of fast food – it’s no wonder that 

childhood obesity has tripled over the past thirty years.   

  

And I know how stressful it can be for parents to contend with these forces.   

  

Now, in my current life, I’m incredibly blessed, with more help and support than I could ever 

have imagined.  But I didn’t always live in the White House.   

  

It wasn’t that long ago that I was juggling a fulltime job with the round-the-clock role of being a 

mom.  And there were plenty of times when after a long day at work, when the fridge was empty 

and everyone was hungry, that I just ordered that pizza, because it was easier.  Or we went to the 

drive-thru for burgers, because it was quick and cheap.  And I wasn’t always aware of how all 

the calories and fat in some of the processed foods I was buying were adding up.   

  

It got to the point where our pediatrician kind of tapped me on the shoulder and said, “You 

know, you might want to consider making some changes.” 

  

So we know that families could use a little help here.  But we also know that this isn’t a problem 

that can be solved from on high.  This isn’t something that will be fixed by just a bill in Congress 

or an executive order from the President.  And I know that the last thing you all need right now is 

a bunch of commands from Washington, or a ton of red tape that makes it hard for you to get 

anything done at all.   

  

Ultimately, it’s going to take all of us – businesses and non-profits; community centers and 

health centers; teachers and faith leaders; coaches and parents; and particularly all of you, our 

nation’s mayors – all working together to help families make commonsense changes so our kids 

can get, and stay, healthy.   

  



Now, I know that with the economy the way it is, a lot of folks are feeling stretched pretty thin 

right now.  And that’s particularly true of all of you, as you’ve had to make budget cutbacks that 

lead to all kinds of impossible choices and wrenching tradeoffs. 

  

And there are some people who might ask you: How can you go and spend money on something 

like healthy school lunches when we’ve got overcrowded classrooms and outdated textbooks to 

worry about?  Or, how can you build parks, or sidewalks, or bike paths when we can barely 

afford to keep the community health center open? 

  

These are fair questions.  But when you step back and think about it, you realize that in the end, 

they’re really false choices.  We’ve all heard from teachers and principals that if kids don’t have 

the nutrition they need to stay alert and focused in class, even the best textbooks in the world 

aren’t going to help them learn.  And we’ve heard from doctors and public health officials that if 

they don’t have safe places to play right now, then a few years from now, that community health 

center will be even more crowded and even more of a strain on your budget.   

  

Ultimately, folks like you know that leadership is about having the foresight – and the courage – 

to make those sacrifices and investments in the short run that pay big dividends – often paying 

for themselves many times over – in the long run.  And that is precisely what happens when we 

undertake smart, strategic efforts to help our kids lead active, healthy lives right from the 

beginning.    

  

That’s why Mayor Robert Cluck of Arlington, Texas – who’s also a doctor, by the way – has 

been working to get kids more physically active, giving out pedometers at the end of the school 

year so they can track their steps over summer vacation.    

  

It’s why Mayor Darwin Hindman of Columbia, Missouri is building a system of walkways and 

bikeways in his city that will connect businesses and shopping centers to schools, parks, and 

neighborhoods.   

  

Mayor Elaine Walker of Bowling Green, Kentucky has launched a website to encourage 

residents to exercise, helping them find parks and trail maps and information on upcoming bike 

rides, and walks and runs.    



  

Mayor Rybak of Minneapolis brought in farmers markets to provide access to fresh produce in 

underserved areas.   

  

Mayor Curtatone of Somerville, Massachusetts created a partnership with local restaurants as 

part of a city-wide strategy to fight obesity, promoting restaurants that have agreed to offer low-

fat menu options and smaller portions.  And he and his staff view every decision they make, 

every project they manage, as an opportunity to take action for the health of Somerville’s 

citizens.   

  

Mayor Mick Cornett challenged the people of Oklahoma City to lose a million pounds, and he 

created a website – thiscityisgoingonadiet.com – where people can learn how to lose weight and 

track their weight loss, and can share personal stories and tips with others.  So far, 40,000 people 

have signed up – and together, they’ve lost more than half a million pounds.   

  

I’m pleased that the CDC is now offering grants to local health departments to fund more 

initiatives like this all across America.  We’ll be announcing the recipients next month, and I 

hope that many of you have applied.   

  

And I want to recognize the U.S. Conference of Mayors for your leadership in supporting these 

efforts as well, including publishing an excellent guide for mayors on how to fight childhood 

obesity in their cities and towns.   

  

It makes sense that this organization, composed of mayors across the political spectrum, would 

take the lead on this issue.  Because like much of what you do each day, this isn’t a partisan 

issue.  This has nothing to do with whether you’re a Democrat or a Republican, liberal or 

conservative.  It’s about the kind of future we want for our kids.  And it’s about whether we’re 

willing to use both our policies and our bully pulpits to build that future.   

  

That’s what Mayor Cornett did, when he started talking about the problem of obesity and lost 40 

pounds himself to get down to his target weight.  And the people of his city took notice.  When 

he goes to restaurants now, everyone watches what he orders.  And a reporter quoted one of his 

constituents saying, “When the mayor pushes you to lose weight, that says something.” 



  

That’s the kind of impact each of you can have.  That’s the power that raising awareness and 

setting an example yourself can have on an entire city or town. 

  

And that’s what I hope to do during my time as First Lady.  That’s why, next month, I’ll be 

launching a major initiative on childhood obesity that mobilizes the combined resources of the 

federal government to work with partners across the country, including mayors like all of you, 

and others in the foundation, business and non-profit sectors.   

  

The idea here is very simple: to put in place commonsense, innovative solutions that empower 

families and communities to make healthy decisions for their kids.   

  

That includes increasing the number of “healthy schools” where kids have access to nutritious 

food; providing more opportunities for kids to be physically active; ensuring that affordable 

healthy food is available in more communities; and giving parents the information they need to 

make good choices for themselves and their families.    

  

And going forward, I want to hear more from all of you about this.  We need your ideas and 

input.  We want to hear your thoughts about which strategies and programs are really working, 

and which aren’t.  We’re looking to you to be leaders on the frontlines of this effort across the 

country. 

  

In the end, I know that achieving all this won’t be easy – and it won’t be quick.  This isn’t the 

kind of problem that can be solved in one year, or even one Administration.  But make no 

mistake about it, this problem can be solved.   

  

We don’t need to wait for some new invention or discovery to make this happen.  This doesn’t 

require fancy tools or technologies.  We have everything thing we need right now – we have the 

information; we have the ideas; and we have the desire to start solving America’s childhood 

obesity problem.  The only question is whether we have the will.    

  



Are we willing to work across party lines to give our kids a healthy future?  Are we willing to 

change our own habits as we work to change theirs?  Are we willing to make every decision 

about our schools, communities, and cities with the health and well-being of our children in 

mind?  In the end, are we willing to put our kids first?  

  

I’m here today because I think we are – because I think we all know exactly what’s at stake 

here.  It’s what I think about when I tuck my girls into bed at night – how I want them to be 

happy and healthy and have every chance to follow their aspirations and ambitions.  I want them 

to have the tools they need to succeed in life: not just the education and opportunities – but the 

physical and emotional strength to seize those opportunities.  I want them to be able to engage in 

life with the energy, endurance, and focus they need to meet the challenges they’ll face along the 

way.   

  

And I want them to have the blessing that my husband and I have, and that my mother has, of 

being there to see their own children and grandchildren grown up – and, God-willing, their great 

grandchildren too.  

  

That’s what I want for them, and for every single child in this country.  And I look forward to 

working with all of you in the months and years ahead to give them that chance.  Thank you. 

 


