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Study:  more than half of MA adults overweight

From �Bay State� to �Bulge State�

More than half of Massachu
  setts residents are over-

weight or obese, according to a re-
cently released state survey gauging
the health of the state�s adult popu-
lation.
  The report, �A Profile of Health
Among Massachusetts Adults,� took
a snapshot of adults in 2004 by way
of a phone survey and found obesity
to be on rise, as well as medical costs
associated with obesity.

   �A Profile of Health Among Massa-
chusetts Adults,� estimated that more
than half of adults in Massachusetts
were overweight or obese.
   The number of overweight and obese
adults in Massachusetts has trended
steadily upward during the past several
years.  In 1996, roughly 40 percent of
the state�s adults were considered over-
weight compared to 55 percent in 2004.
Obesity rates nearly doubled between
1990 and 2004 from 10 percent to 18

Obesity rates rose by 80 percent from 1990 -�04

percent. Men were found to be
more overweight than women,
with 66 percent of males report-

see Obesity, Page 4

o, just what is a sick building? It�s really not so much the build-
ing that�s sick, but the people  who live or work there � and the
building�s the culprit.

  Indoor air quality is among the most significant prob-
lems facing the county�s workforce, especially in older
buildings with aging ventilation systems. Several build-
ings around Massachusetts are said be �sick.�

Sick buildings are often enveloped in an air of mys-
tery because no one is certain what has caused a signifi-
cant number of workers or tenants to become chronically ill.

 Sick buildings can lead to respiratory ailments and other health
problems for workers who spend several hours each day in the
building�s environment.

  Employees who work in sick buildings often suffer from simi-
lar symptoms, such as headache, nausea and sinus problems. Sus-
picions that some buildings  make their workers sick are not new.
Nearly 20 years ago, a Harvard School of Public Health professor
working as consultant for a health care clinic noticed some build-
ings at the facility had absentee rates that were 10 times greater
than those in other buildings.

see Indoor Air Quality, Page 4
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Globe still bracing for Bird Flu
Committee notes virus could di-

minish if it mu-
tates to be-
come more
prevalent in
portions of the
r e s p i r a t o r y
system that
spread their contents into the air.
    Nearly 200 people worldwide have
been infected with the Bird Flu virus, but
most  of the infections have resulted from
contact with infected poultry.
   Many countries, particularly those in
Asia, have conducted mass slaughtering
of poultry to reduce the risk of spreading
the virus.
   Earlier this month, U.S. Health and
Human Services Secretary Michael
Leavitt advised Americans to stock up
on powdered milk, canned foods and
other supplies in the event the population
is advised to remain indoors should Bird
Flu reach American shores and become
easily communicable between humans.

Report: EPA fluoride cap too high
A recently released report claims

 the Environmental Protection
Agency has set the ceiling too high
on allowed water fluoridation maxi-
mums, causing some children to de-
velop discolored teeth and week-
end tooth enamel.
   However, most communi-
ties fluoridate their water
supplies at amounts far be-
low the EPA cap; and the
report only addresses
water that is naturally
fluoridated.
   The EPA was requested
the National Research Coun-
cil of the National Academies con-
duct the report as part of the federal
agency�s program of reviewing drink-
ing-water contaminants.
   Fluoride has been added to the wa-
ter supplies of many U.S. communi-
ties for more than 50 years in an ef-

fort to help protect teeth from cavities.
A debate has continued for decades
over the health risks of fluoride. Some
studies claim a link between fluoride and

bone cancer, but fluoride supporters
counter that such claims are based

on incomplete research. Earlier
this month, the Joint Commit-

tee on Public Health sent to
study a bill that would re-
quire communities with
5,000 or more residents to
fluoridate their water sup-
plies. About 40 percent of

the state�s communities do
not fluoridate their water.

   The American Dental Asso-
ciation states that regular fluoride lev-
els can reduce cavities by 20-40 per-
cent. The NCR report  does not make
recommendations on the practice of
adding fluoride to water.   The EPA

see Fluoride, next page

The winter of 2005-2006 came and
went without a Bird Flu pandemic

breaking out across the globe, but
health officials have warned the world
is not out of the woods.
    In fact, some believe bird migration
patterns will bring the notorious H5N1
flu strain to the United States in the
coming months, leaving the county vul-
nerable to an outbreak. So far, bird flu
has mostly been contained to Asia and
parts of Europe, and the strain has not
mutated to become easily transferable
between humans.
     A recent study from the research-
ers at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison found that Bird Flu may not
be easily spreading from human to hu-
man because the virus buries itself
deep within the human respiratory sys-
tem, making it difficult to be released
back into the air through coughing and
sneezing. The findings were published
in the journal Science.
    However, difficulty in spreading the

   The Joint Committee on Pub-
lic Health held its final major ex-
ecutive session of the year this
month, taking action on more than
100 bills, including one that calls
for improving the state�s system
of reporting, diagnosing and re-
ducing Shaken Baby Syndrome
cases.
   Shaken Baby Syndrome, or
SBS, occurs when an infant or
young child is shaken, causing the
developing brain to strike the skull
and become damaged. Injuries to
the spinal column, as well as in-
ternal bleeding and broken bones,
can also occur. SBS can be diffi-
cult to diagnose because injuries
associated with the syndrome
may not be immediately appar-
ent. However, about a third of
infants who suffer from SBS die
while the remainder can develop
long-term damage from their in-
juries.
   The bill, �An Act Relative to
Shaken Baby Syndrome,� directs
the state Department of Public
Health to collaborate with the
Department of Social Services,
the Massachusetts Childrens�
Trust Fund and other agencies to
develop and implement a com-
prehensive, state-wide initiative
to reduce death and disability re-
sulting from SBS.
   The Committee also advanced
legislation that allows school chil-
dren with severe allergies easier
access to Epinephrine.

Next hearing
   The Committee will hold a pub-
lic hearing  on indoor air quality
and other bills,  on April 10 at 10
a.m. in Room  A-1.

Shaken Baby bill advances
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Winding down a busy Committee season

passe. But House and Senate lead-
ers announced two weeks ago that
a compromise had been met on the
major points of the plan, including the
employer mandate. The Conference

Committee has
been working out
the myriad of com-
plex details
needed to com-
plete the package.
   The eagerly an-
ticipated plan
comes as the state
tries to salvage
$385 million in fed-
eral Medicaid

funds that could be lost if Massa-
chusetts does not develop a plan to
shift more of its uninsured populated
onto health plans. That money is in
jeopardy if a plan is not in place by
July 1.

 currently sets maximum allowable
fluoride levels at 4mg/l of water, but
the amount of fluoride considered nec-
essary to achieve the 20-40 percent
cavity reduction is 0.7-1.2mg/l.  The
NCR report finds there are some
200,000 people in the United States
who live in areas where natural fluo-
ridation in water exceed the EPA
maximum.
   In some cases, overexposure to
fluoride can lead to a condition called
fluorosis in which tooth enamel is
worn away and the teeth become
chipped and cracked.
   The NCR report does not recom-
mended how much the EPA should
lower its cap. Fluoride is also avail-
able from other sources, such as
toothpaste.

Report claims EPA
fluoride cap too high
Flouride, from previous pageAcompromise plan to provide

health insurance to virtually all
Massachusetts residents could head to
the full Legislature in the coming days
should the committee of Senate and
House members ap-
pointed to hammer
out a deal finish its
work.
  The six-member
Conference Commit-
tee has been working
on a deal for months,
but the effort has of-
ten been hindered by
disagreements over
major points of an
ambitious plan that could be used as a
template for other states. One com-
ponent, which requires most employ-
ers to either offer insurance to their
employees or pay a state-sanctioned
assessment, contributed to the im-

Health reform deal expected

The 2005-2006 session has
been a busy one for the Joint
Committee on Public Health,

which recently reported out the re-
maining bulk of the bills it was di-
rected to consider.
   In its inaugural session, the com-
mittee has heard 342 bills on topics
that run the public health gamut.
Prescription drugs, pharmacies, hos-
pitals and community health centers
all found their way to the commit-
tee.
   Just about a year ago the com-
mittee held its first hearing of the
session on a pair of bills that sought
to expand access to emergency con-
traception. Those bills would be-
come law before the year was out.
   In the months following that April
hearing, several other pieces of leg-
islation came before us to consider.
The hearing for a bill I filed to ban

the sale of junk food in public schools
packed the Gardner Auditorium.
   Legisltion that allows doctors to en-
ter into voluntary collaborations with
pharmacists was also among the
larger pieces of legislation to be
granted a favorable report from the
committee.
   Our work is far from done. In a
couple of weeks we will hold a hear-
ing on a bill to improve indoor air
quality in our public schools and other
public buildings (see Page 1 article).
Other pieces of legislation, including
bills that deal with nurse staffing lev-
els in hospitals are up for further
reveiw by the committee before

reveiving a recommendation.
   Much of this has come as the
House and Senate debate a health
reform package that  would repre-
sent the most sweeping change to
the way the state deals the unin-
sured.

    Third Annual

Face of Pharmacy
In

Massachusetts

State House, Great Hall

11 a.m. - 1 p.m.
Tuesday, March 28

R

The eagerly antici-
pated plan comes as
the state tries to sal-
vage $385 million in
federal Medicaid
funds . . .
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Survey finds Bay State packingon the pounds
According to the
Department of
Public Health,
66 percent of
men and 44
percent of
women in
Massachusetts
are considered
to be
overweight.

edly overweight, compared to 44 per-
cent of females.
   The state is paying for the rise in obe-
sity not only in increased health risks,
but also in higher health care costs.    The
report estimates $1.8 billion was spent
in direct and indirect health care costs
associated with overweight and obese
people in 2003.
   The survey also found a relationship
between being overweight and a
person�s schooling.  Adults with four or
more years of college education were
less likely to be overweight than those
with less education.
   Those with less than a high school
education (29 percent) were more than
twice as likely  as those with a four-
year college degree (14 percent) to be
obese.

E c o n o m i c
status was
also found to
be a factor.
Reports of
being obese
were lowest
(16 percent)
a m o n g
households
with annual
incomes of
more than
$75,000.
 The survey
used Body
Mass Index (BMI) to determine
whether the respondents were over-
weight or obese. BMI uses a person�s
height and weight to come up with a
figure that is supposed to represents

whether a person is overweight, un-
derweight or an ideal weight.
   Adults with a BMI of 18.5-24.9 are
considered to be of  �normal� weight.
Those between 25.0 and 29.9 are
considered to be overweight and
those with 30.0 or greater are con-
sidered to be obese.
   For example, a person who is 5�6�
would be considered overweight at
155 pounds and obese at 186 pounds.
  BMI is somewhat of a �blind� tool
for determining whether a person is
overweight or obese because it does
not determine body fat.
   Two people of identical height and
weight could have same the BMI, but
one could have more muscle than the
other and considered to be healthier
that a person who has more body fat.

Obesity, from Page 1

   Intrigued by the wide disparity, he
hypothesized that the air workers
breathed may be behind the dispro-
portionately high absentee rates in
some buildings. His study concluded
that poor ventilation in some of the
buildings was causing workers to
become ill. Public buildings, includ-
ing school buildings, tend to fall in the
�sick� building category because of
their age and out-of-date systems.
The Middlesex Superior Court build-
ing in Cambridge has long been
thought to be a sick building, and state
officials have begun to implement a
plan to fix the problem.
    The Massachusetts Legislature is
taking action, too. �An Act Relative
to Public Schools and Buildings,�
which will be heard in a special hear-
ing by the Public Health Committee
on April 10 at the State House, calls
for the state to create a new law for
improving air quality. The state De-
partment of Public Health would be

directed to create
a Division of In-
door Environ-
ments within the
Center for Envi-
r o n m e n t a l
Health. The new
division would
have the author-
ity to conduct in-
spections of
buildings and col-
lect information
about each
building�s air
quality. Each
building owner would be required to
maintain an indoor environmental com-
pliance program that includes informa-
tion about the building�s systems, in-
cluding ventilation systems and other
systems that can affect air quality.
 There would also be a new formal
system by which a building�s occupants
could report to the building�s owner
symptoms of illnesses that may be re-

Indoor air quality, from Page 1
New bill eyes cleaner indoor air for public buildings

lated to conditions in a public building.
   The bill also calls for DPH to create
new regulations establishing indoor en-
vironmental standards for several air
quality-related items, including: the
maintenance and operation of HVAC
systems, ventilation of point sources of
contaminants, humidity, heating, air ex-
change, storage of hazardous materi-
als and asbestos.

School buildings are among those that would benefit from a
proposed bill to improve indoor air quality.
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   Chronic heartburn appears to be
fueling the nation�s fastest growing
cancer. Three million Americans
may have a type of esophagus dam-
age from severe acid reflux that puts
them at increased risk for the
deadly cancer. Over fourteen thou-
sand of them will be diagnosed with
it.  New research is exploring
whether it is possible to zap away
that damage and block the cancer
from forming. Most won�t be diag-
nosed until they feel such symptoms
as trouble swallowing and loss of ap-
petite. The prognosis is grim. Only
16 percent survive for five years
and 13,770 are predicted to die this
year. Most have esophageal adeno-
carcinoma, the type linked to severe
chronic heartburn. With this gastro
esophageal reflux disease, GERD,
a loose valve allows stomach acid
to regularly back up into the deli-
cate esophagus. Over many years,
GERD changes the lining of esopha-
gus. When stomach acid kills cells
in that lining, the esophagus begins
to heal itself with more acid-resis-
tant cells, which are cancer prone.
This condition is called Barrett�s
esophagus. The debate is whether
to just monitor or try to get rid of
Barrett�s tissue. All options are at
least moderately invasive and need
more study. The only treatment
proven to prevent the cancer is to
cut out that part of the esophagus, a
high-risk operation.  - MSNBC

Preventing  DVT
Deep Vein Thrombosis affects about
two million people in the U.S. every
year. It occurs when a blood clot
forms in one of the large veins, usu-
ally in the lower limbs, partially or
completely blocking circulations.
DVT is also associated with over
200,000 deaths annually. David
Bloom, the NBC-TV correspondent
who died in 2003 of complications
related to DVT, was covering the

war in Iraq and flying long flights. There
are several symptoms to watch for if
you think you have DVT. Typically, they
are swelling of one leg versus the other,
redness, soreness, difficulty with pain
on walking. Unfortunately, 50 percent
of DVT is asymptomatic. There are sev-
eral risk factors.  Taking a daily dose of
aspirin and wearing compression stock-
ings are two precautions. Speak to your
physician if you feel you are at risk. A
radiology test can be performed to es-
tablish the diagnosis. � The Epoch
Times

 Watch sports at your own Risk
   Attention sports fans: sometimes
watching the game can be hazardous
to your health. While sports can be a
great way to blow off steam and cheer
on your team, there are risks involved.
Emergency room doctors see it all.
Fans, especially those who smoke or
who have high blood pressure go to ER�s
with hart attacks, extreme sunburns, and
dehydration from drinking too much
beer in extreme heat, and frostbite in
freezing weather. People eating hot
dogs jump up to cheer and sometimes
choke. Some have a nervous habit of
playing with can tabs. They have been
known to get their fingers stuck in the
can or to ingest a tab. Under the influ-
ence of alcohol people do stupid things.
Alcohol consumption can also cause dis-
tended bladder which must be treated

at the hospital. Sometimes fans hurt
other people. One doctor recently
treated a person who took a bullet in
the foot that was shot in the air from
an overenthusiastic fan. Tragically,
domestic violence also tends to spike
after games, particularly when the
home team loses. One of the most
common problems is laryngitis, which
may not seem like a big deal, but it is
a sign that the vocal cords have suf-
fered damage. The larynx is an in-
strument and you only get one. An-
other not so uncommon hazard is the
toll that loss can take on one�s men-
tal health. People who don�t snap out
of a depression after the home team
loses should seek professional help.
� MSNBC

 Big Pharma R&D
(too little hope?)

   Different points on the research
spectrum were under the microscope
at the Wharton Health Care Business
Conference recently in back-to-back
sessions. In the session on lagging
R&D productivity the problem was
described as �one everyone believes
they have a solution to, but if you look
at the evidence, it�s hard to believe
anyone has found the magic bullet.�
Some reasons for the slowdown in
new drugs coming to market focus
on �novel targets� that involve a dif-
ferent mode of action that can lead
to higher attrition rates. There is also
more expense and time involved in
developing new drugs because clini-
cal trials are getting longer and larger
to prove safety and efficacy.
 � Knowledge at Wharton

Heartburn fuels spike in esophageal cancer


