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Making the Connection: 
Linking Policies to Prevent Climate Change 
and Childhood Obesity

Over the last 50 years, the global climate has been affected by changes in the amount 

of greenhouse gases, including carbon dioxide, in the atmosphere.1 Scientists say these 

changes can dramatically influence weather patterns and sea levels, which can, in turn, 

affect different regions, ecosystems and sectors of the economy in many ways.2 Recent 

reports indicate that some of these changes are occurring already, ranging from shifting 

precipitation patterns, to melting Arctic ice and acidification of the oceans.3 Experts 

predict that climate change will lead to increased prevalence of some health problems, 

including higher rates of malnutrition, asthma, respiratory and cardiovascular disease, 

heat-related illnesses and death.4,5 

Policy-makers can take steps to minimize the impact of climate change by implementing 

sustainable policies to reduce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions.6,7 

Policy strategies that support healthy eating and active living, in particular, can help 

communities reduce their carbon emissions.8,9 Policy-makers can advance win-win 

solutions by making the connection between policies that support the environment and 

those that support people’s health.
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Making the Connection
Though not directly correlated, both U.S. obesity rates and worldwide climate change effects have 
increased over the last few decades.10,11 Recent reports indicate that climate change is accelerating 
at a pace faster than expected.12 Meanwhile, U.S. obesity rates have nearly tripled over the last four 
decades.13–16 Nearly one-third of American children and adolescents are overweight or obese,17,18 
placing them at greater risk for developing certain diseases, such as type 2 diabetes and heart 
disease.19 Unless significant action is taken, climate change and obesity are projected to persist or 
worsen in the coming years.20,21

However, many of the policy interventions that could help to mitigate climate change also could 
help reverse the childhood obesity epidemic.22,23 Research shows the value in implementing policy 
strategies that address both the environment and public health. For example: 

Green spaces help capture carbon and greenhouse gas emissions, and help communities adapt 
to climate change by providing cooling shade and reducing run-off.24,25 Research shows that 
green spaces—such as parks, nature centers and community gardens—also increase the likelihood 
that young people will be physically active, reducing their risk for obesity.26 One study found that 
young people with access to a variety of built and natural open spaces and recreation areas were 43 
percent more likely to exercise for at least 30 minutes on most days.27 Green spaces also have been 
linked to healthier eating habits among young people.28 A study in Marion County, Ind., found 
that the body mass indexes (BMIs) of young people living in neighborhoods with green 
spaces were less likely to increase over a two-year period.29 

Increasing the number of people who use active forms of transportation can reduce daily 
carbon emissions associated with car travel. Research also has shown that people who walk, 
bike or use public transit are more likely to be at a healthy weight or fitness level.30,31 To that end, 
transit-oriented development and mixed-use strategies provide compact access to residential 
and commercial spaces and encourage residents to walk or bike to attend to daily activities.32,33,34 
Additionally, research shows that well-connected trails with direct access to community resources 
increase biking and walking among residents, in particular women and people from lower 
socioeconomic groups.35 People in walkable communities are more than twice as likely to walk or 
bike than those in less walkable communities, and residents living within easy walking distance of a 
mix of shops and businesses have a 35 percent lower risk of obesity than residents of communities 
that do not have these services within easy walking distance.36,37

Mixed-use development settings also improve community access to food retail, which increases 
healthy food options for young people and families. According to one study, children with greater 
perceived access to shops (including various food markets with fresh produce) consume more fruits 
and vegetables and less dietary fat.38 These children also are less likely to be overweight or obese.39 

Improving safety conditions for sidewalks, crosswalks and bike paths can encourage increased 
active transport, and thus decrease carbon emissions in a community. Young people are 
three times more likely to walk or bike after safety improvements have been made to bicycle 
lanes, traffic signals, sidewalks and crosswalks.40 Children in neighborhoods with sidewalks and 
controlled intersections are more likely to be physically active than children in neighborhoods 
with road hazards and unsafe intersections.41 In addition, a parent’s perception of neighborhood 
safety, from concerns about traffic to strangers, plays an important role in determining the level 

Transit-oriented development 
is a development pattern created 
around a transit facility or station 
that is characterized by higher 
density, mixed uses; a safe and 
attractive pedestrian environment; 
reduced parking; and direct and 
convenient access to the transit 
facility.

Mixed-use strategies are used 
by planning and zoning authorities 
to place residential, retail, office and 
school facilities in close proximity to 
encourage walking and biking as a 
routine part of community life.

Walkable communities facilitate 
pedestrian transportation by locating 
homes, businesses, schools, shops 
and other services, which are 
connected by sidewalks, bicycle 
lanes and trails, within an easy and 
safe walk from each other.
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of physical activity a child receives outside the home or school.42 A study in Chicago found that 
young people living in safe neighborhoods engaged in physical activity for almost an hour 
longer than young people living in unsafe neighborhoods.43 Additionally, Safe Routes To 
School (SRTS) programs have shown successful results in increasing the number of young people 
who walk or bike to school each day.44 An SRTS program in Marin County, Calif. showed a 64 
percent increase in the number of young people who walked to school after the first two 
years.45 After the fourth year, the Marin County program calculated that the percentage of 
children arriving and leaving school in a family car dropped from 55 percent to 42 percent, 
or 4,250 fewer car trips per day. This represents an annual reduction of roughly 1,000 tons 
of carbon dioxide emissions and 70 tons of other environmental pollutants.46 

Local-procurement strategies can reduce the environmental cost of food production while 
also improving community access to healthy foods.47 These strategies, which include promoting 
farmers’ markets and farm-to-school programs, can decrease carbon emissions by reducing the 
distance over which food is transported. Before reaching a person’s plate, fresh produce travels over 
1,500 miles before being consumed.48 Studies suggest food processing, transportation, refrigeration 
and preparation account for 80 percent of the energy used for food production in the United 
States.49 According to the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture, the state of Iowa could 
reduce its carbon emissions by 7 million pounds if it substituted 10 percent of its current 
distribution system with fruits and vegetables from regional or local systems.50 

These programs also can increase the availability of fresh produce where it would otherwise not 
be widely accessible. According to Farm Aid, farm-to-school program participants have reported 
increases of 25 percent to 84 percent in student consumption of fruits and vegetables.51
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Safe Routes to School (SRTS) 
is a growing movement to get more 
children walking and bicycling 
to school and to make it safer 
and more convenient to do so. 
Programs combine the five Es 
of SRTS—evaluation, education, 
encouragement, engineering and 
enforcement–and are typically led by 
parents, teachers, students, elected 
officials, government agencies and 
community members.
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Policy Recommendations
While addressing climate change, policy-makers have a unique opportunity to help prevent or 
reverse childhood obesity in the United States. These goals can be achieved through a variety of 
measures that make it easier for young people and families to incorporate healthy eating and active 
living into their daily routines. Policy initiatives to consider include:

Encouraging the development and use of green spaces
Policy-makers can increase community access to green spaces by supporting measures that:

 � Ensure new recreation areas are built along trails or public transit routes;

 � Provide funding to support greenways, trails and parks;

 � Integrate green-space planning into land-use and transportation plans; and

 � Restore blighted areas by turning them into community gardens, farmers’ markets, parks and 
other green spaces, including through the federal Community Development Block Grant.52

Investing in walkable, transit-oriented and mixed-use community design 
Policy-makers can invest in these features by supporting measures that:

 � Adopt ordinances for transit-oriented development which place housing, offices 
and shops in close proximity to transit stations;

 � Adopt form-based zoning codes to ensure that the location of buildings, streets 
and public spaces create a green, livable and walkable community; 

 � Place businesses, grocery stores, recreation areas and other facilities near public transportation, 
major roads and trails;

Form-based zoning codes 
concentrate first on the visual aspect 
of development: building height and 
bulk, façade treatments, the location 
of parking and the relationship of  
the buildings to the street and to  
one another.
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 � Create public-private partnerships with developers to identify land near residential areas to use 
as space for grocery stores;

 � Improve trail and sidewalk connectivity to homes, public transit stations, businesses and schools;

 � Ensure that entrances to downtown, retail and civic buildings are directly accessible to 
pedestrians and bicyclists, and that amenities such as bicycle racks, are available for use;

 � Develop pedestrian and bicycle master plans to improve access to food markets and  
recreation areas; 

 � Require that sidewalks are wide, accessible and lined with trees and benches; 

 � Convert out-of-service rail corridors into accessible pedestrian trails; and

 � Build new schools and parks within a 10- to 15-minute walk from residential areas.53,54 

Increasing opportunities for safe active transport
Policy-makers can improve safety on sidewalks and bike lanes by supporting measures that:

 � Adopt complete streets policies to ensure safe-street access for all users;55

 � Promote “eyes-on-the-street” safety features, such as adequate lighting and storefronts with 
windows overlooking sidewalks;

 � Implement SRTS programs; 

 � Apply for SRTS funding through federal surface transportation legislation and state departments 
of transportation; and

 � Adopt policies that would generate additional revenue for SRTS programs, such as a license 
plate fund.56,57 

Improving community access to local, healthy foods
Policy-makers can help make local, healthy foods more accessible by supporting  
measures that:

 � Provide incentives for environmentally friendly mobile food markets to offer affordable healthy 
foods in underserved communities;

 � Promote and protect community gardens through resolutions, land-use plans  
or zoning ordinances;

 � Encourage farm-to-school programs, through which schools purchase fresh foods  
from local farmers; 

 � Provide incentives to organizations to create and manage community gardens, such as reducing 
or waiving plot fees; 

 � Establish grants and subsidies to create farmers’ markets, especially in underserved 
neighborhoods where access to healthy foods is limited; and

 � Provide financial support to operators of farmers’ markets to reduce the vendor fees  
that farmers must pay, in order to decrease costs to consumers.58

Complete streets are streets 
designed to function in ways that 
enable safe access for all users. 
Pedestrians, bicyclists, motorcyclists 
and bus riders of all ages and abilities 
are able to safely move along and 
across a complete street.
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