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Here's the bad news: Virginia has slipped in national health rankings, largely because of a growing obesity rate.

But here's some good news: State employees who have participated in weight management programs have lost 8 tons -- roughly equal to the weight of the Washington Redskins roster. 
That was part of Gov. Tim Kaine's message Monday morning as he stood on the steps of the Salem district office of the Virginia Department of Transportation and announced the kickoff of the latest phase of the Healthy Virginians program.

"We've got some work to do," Kaine said.

Health programs for state employees are not new. Virginia was one of the first states to start a wellness program for state employees called CommonHealth. The program celebrated its 20th anniversary this year.

In 2003, then-Gov. Mark Warner launched a program called Healthy Virginians. The program focused not only on state employees, but also reached out to schools and people who receive Medicaid.

But Kaine pointed out that Virginians still have a long way to go.

"We're seeing some trends among the state work force and in the general population that we want to turn around," Kaine said.

Two-thirds of state workers have a body mass index that indicates they are obese or overweight, Kaine said.

That figure is similar to the general population. A federal study released in 2003 found that the percentage of Virginians who are obese is growing faster than anywhere else in the nation.

Health care costs for state employees have risen 62 percent in the past six years.

Kaine estimated that the state pays for the health care of about 100,000 state workers in Virginia.

Through the Healthy Virginians program, state employees will learn more about weight management and nutrition. They also will be able to use breaks to participate in walking clubs, get discounts on health clubs, get help quitting smoking and receive prenatal care.

"Hopefully, what we do with the state work force will set an example for others," Kaine said.

After his speech, Kaine led a group of about 75 VDOT workers on a short walk from their office to Salem's Longwood Park.

Sara Redding Wilson, director of the Virginia Department of Human Resource Management, said that participation in the program is voluntary and open to all salaried state employees.

"We're for prevention," she said.

Kaine also said there would be some new Healthy Virginians initiatives.

Asked whether state employees are permitted to smoke in state buildings, Kaine said that is currently up to the discretion of state employees running the building.

"But stay tuned on that one," he said.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

On the Net: www.healthyvirginians.virginia.gov 
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