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OVERVIEW.  If current trends in obesity and inactivity continue, today’s youth will be the first generation in this nation’s 
history to face a shorter life expectancy than their parents.2  This health crisis costs the United States over $100 billion 
each year.  The epidemic of obesity, inactivity, and related diseases like diabetes is shortening children's lives and 
destroying the quality of their lives.  In California, only 27% of fifth, seventh, and ninth graders achieved minimum 
physical fitness standards in 2004.  In the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), only 15% of students are 
physically fit.3  This crisis is not just the result of individual eating or exercise habits.  Policy makers must work together 
to provide schools, parks, and green space for children to play to get physically fit and perform better academically.  
Urban areas like Los Angeles fail to provide enough open space for recreation in parks, schools, and other public lands.4  
Los Angeles is park poor.  School yards are devoured by portable classrooms.  Physical education classes are bloated with 
up to 75 students.  Physical education is not required after 10th grade.  Without exercise at school, children are unlikely to 
get enough elsewhere.  There are unfair disparities in access to parks and recreation space based on income, race, 
ethnicity, and access to cars.  
 
The Center for Law in the Public Interest (the Center) advocates a comprehensive approach to improve human health and 
promote healthy communities that includes: (1) green space for recreation in parks, schools, beaches, forests, and other 
public lands while ensuring the fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and 
incomes; (2) the joint use of parks and schools to make optimal use of scarce land 
and public resources; (3) physical education for every student every day in every 
school; (4) educational programs in parks and schools to instill the lifelong values 
of physical fitness and healthy nutrition; (5) public education campaigns to 
promote these goals as a matter of human health, educational reform, and 
sustainable regional planning; (6) healthier alternatives to junk foods in schools 
and parks, and easy access to drinking water; (7) diversifying access to and 
support for forests and wilderness areas; and (8) federal and state funding and 
programs for active recreation on public lands.5  The Center is implementing a 
collective vision for a comprehensive and coherent system of parks, schools, beaches, forests, and transit that promotes 
human health and economic vitality and reflects the diverse cultural landscape.6 
 
INACTIVITY AND OBESITY.  Obesity rates have doubled in children and tripled in adolescents in the past 20 years.7  
Thirteen to 14% of children ages 6 to 19 are overweight nationwide.8  Overweight children face greater risks of lung 
disease, diabetes, asthma, and cancer.9  Adult-onset diabetes is now called Type II diabetes because of its growing 
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prevalence among children.10  Mexican-American and African-American children are twice as likely as non-Hispanic 
white children to be overweight.11  
The Surgeon General promotes physical activity to prevent disease and premature death, and urges the country to “accord 
it the same level of attention that we give other important public health practices that affect the entire nation.”13  
Nationwide, only 50% of young people (12-21) regularly participate in vigorous physical activity, while 25% report no 
vigorous physical activity.14 
 
Low-income communities and communities of color suffer the greatest shortages of green space, which contributes to 
inactivity and obesity.  Los Angeles has fewer acres of parks per person than any other major city nationwide, with less 
than one acre per thousand residents compared to the national standard of six to ten acres.  Disproportionately wealthy and 
white communities have 1.7 acres of park space per thousand residents, while the inner city has only 0.3 acres.15  LAUSD 
provides 71% more play acres for non-Hispanic white students than for Latino students in elementary schools.16  Physical 
inactivity is more prevalent among women than men, among blacks and Hispanics than whites, among the less affluent 
than the more affluent, and among older than younger adults.17 
 
Diabetes, one result of physical and obesity, is the seventh-leading cause of death in the U.S.  The mortality rate increases 
when deaths caused by complications from diabetes, such as heart disease and stroke, are included.18  In California, 
African Americans, Native Americans, Latinos, and older Asians have higher rates of diabetes than do whites.19  During 
the past decade, hypertension increased the most among black women and the least among white men.20 
 
FINANCIAL COSTS.   The Surgeon General estimated obesity cost the nation $117 billion in 2000, with $61 billion in 
direct costs (including preventive, diagnostic, and treatment services) and $56 billion in indirect costs (wages lost due to 
illness, disability, and premature death).21  California’s childhood obesity costs more than tripled from $35 million to $127 
million from 1979 to 1999.22  The USDA estimates that healthier diets could prevent at least $71 billion per year in 
medical costs, lost productivity, and lost lives.  If physically inactive Americans became active, the U.S. would save $77 
billion in annual medical costs.23 
 
RECREATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT.  “[S]chools offer an almost population wide setting for promoting physical 
activities to young people, primarily through classroom curricula for physical education and health education,” according 
to the Surgeon General.24  Physically fit students perform better academically.25  Athletics build character, pride, self 
esteem, teamwork, leadership, concentration, dedication, fair play, mutual respect, social skills, and healthier bodies; help 
keep children in school; help develop academic skills to do better in school and in life; and increase access to higher 
education.26  Male athletes are four times more likely to be admitted to Ivy League colleges than other males; for female 
athletes, the advantage is even greater.27  Teenagers who participated in team sports are less likely to have unhealthy 
eating habits, smoke, have premarital sex, use drugs, or carry weapons.28  The Los Angeles County District Attorney 
concluded that among the reasons young people join gangs is “[the exclusion] by distance and discrimination from adult-
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supervised park programs” and recommended that “alternative activities like recreation” form part of every gang 
prevention strategy.29 
 
Regular physical activity is associated with enhanced health and reduced risk for all-cause mortality, heart disease, 
diabetes, hypertension, and cancer.30  Physical activity for children and adolescents helps to build and maintain healthy 
bones, muscles, and joints, and helps prevent or delay the development of high blood pressure.31  Inactivity doubles a 
person’s likelihood of experiencing symptoms of depression that can lead to suicide, the ninth-leading cause of death in 
America.32  Physical activity relieves depression and anxiety by providing opportunities for social interaction, increased 
feelings of self-mastery and self-efficacy, and stress relief.  Green spaces are also linked to improved mental health.  For 
example, symptoms of ADD are relieved after contact with nature.33 
 
Parks and schools can offer services for older adults including exercise, art, 
and meals to encourage older residents to be active and socialize.  The 
strength of social ties are important predictors of well-being and longevity.34 
 
ACTIVE RECREATION AND HEALTHY COMMUNITIES.  A healthy 
community requires safe schools, playgrounds, roads, forests and wilderness 
areas, transit, and other services for recreation and healthy lifestyles.35  
Promoting healthy lifestyles requires a comprehensive approach that includes 
systemic policy changes to create environments conducive to physical 
activity.36  Time spent outdoors is the most powerful correlate of physical 
activity.37  Creating or enhancing places for physical activity led to a 26% increase
three or more days per week.38  Information outreach together with creating or enh
resulted in a 48% increase in physical activity.39  Urban sprawl’s health costs shou
create and preserve green space, walkable neighborhoods with mixed land uses, an
transit alternatives.40  “[A]pplying public health criteria to land-use and urban desi
improve the health and quality of life of the American people.”41   
 
THE CENTER PRESENTS THE FOLLOWING RECOMMENDATIONS TO LOCAL, STA
 
(1) Maximizing Access to Public Lands while Ensuring the Fair Treatment of P
Incomes.  Communities must fund the development and operation of parks, green
for all, along with transit to provide choices for those who have none.42  Officials 
facilities” and give “higher priority to providing programs and facilities that are ac
children remain physically unfit despite the passage of billions of dollars for park 
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construction bonds statewide since 2000.  School and park bonds should have stringent requirements for joint use of 
schools and parks to make optimal use of scarce land and public 
resources.  With health impact assessments like those used in Europe, 
Australia and Canada, planners can guide development by analyzing 
the health effects of a policy or project.44 
 
(2) Schools and Healthy Communities.  Schools should provide a 
consistent environment that is conducive to healthful eating behaviors 
and regular physical activity.  Schools should be built as centers of 
community, with joint use of parks and school yards open after 
school and on weekends.45  Los Angeles, for example, is investing 
over $14 billion for school construction and modernization.  LAUSD 
has over 800 schools with about 2,000 acres of playgrounds and will 
add 80 new schools with 240 acres of additional playground space.  
Physical education and human health must be defined as part of the 
core educational mission along with academic achievement. It is necessa
build schools that promote physical and academic excellence.  Standards
playing fields necessary (a) to provide physical education for every stude
to be physically fit under state “Fitnessgram” standards.  Physical educat
Physical education for every student every day can instill life-long 
values of physical activity and healthy nutrition.46  
 
(3) Public Education.  Public organizing campaigns should 
articulate the different values at stake in human health and the built 
environment.48  These are human health issues because parks, 
school yards, and other places for active recreation improve health.  
These are educational issues because schools must recognize 
physical education and student health as part of their core mission, 
and provide space for recreation.  These are social justice issues 
because of the disparities in health, and in access to recreation 
space, based on income, race, ethnicity, and access to cars.  These 
are environmental issues: urban parks and school yards are the only 
green space many children ever see; outlying parks, forests, and 
beaches must be accessible for all; and the air must be clean enough 
to play in.49  These are economic issues because of the dollar costs 
of human health, and the need to make optimal use of land and public fun
same people who lack access to parks and school yards lack access to car
school yards.  These are sustainable planning or smart growth issues beca
healthy children and healthy communities for all. 
 
We are fighting for our children’s lives, and for the quality of life for our
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Los Angeles can use over $14 billion to build schools that will 
improve health and the community.
 
Image courtesy of USDA Forest Service.

The Center is diversifying access to and support for the National Forests, 
and building bridges between community activists and traditional 

environmentalists.47 

ry to set measurable goals and timeframes to 
 should specify the acres of school yards and 
nt every day in every school, and (b) for students 
ion classes should be limited to manageable size.  

ds.  These are transportation issues because the 
s to reach the neighborhoods with parks and 
use agencies must work together to create 

 children and their families and friends. 

 donations are tax deductible. 
lvd., Suite 1660 Los Angeles, CA 90017  
-5457 fax 

nting Childhood Obesity: Health in the Balance 15-16 (2005), 

romote Lifelong Physical Activity Among Young People,” 
y Research, Diabetes in California: Findings from the 2001 
lications.asp?pubID=68. 
for Law in the Public Interest 2004). 
sing the Rollback, chapter in Denise C. Morgan, et al., eds., 

 Southern California Urban Initiative Policy Brief (2004). 

http://www.clipi.org/

	Schools, Parks, Recreation, and Sustainable Regional Planning
	Center for Law in the Public Interest
	Policy Brief
	
	
	
	Center for Law in the Public Interest, 1055 Wilshire Blvd., Suite 1660 Los Angeles, CA 90017





