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Storrs, CT – It has been some time since I have spent a few days on a major university campus.  The occasion of this visit was my wife’s 50th reunion for the 1966 graduating class of the University of Connecticut’s School of Nursing.  It was held here on the campus in this small eastern Connecticut town of Storrs.
UCONN, as it is known to both its alumnae and U.S. sporting fans (its basketball teams, both men and women, have been fabulously successful) was established in 1881 as Storrs Agricultural School from a land grant from two brothers named Storrs.  Like many such colleges, it has undergone several name changes over the past 135 years, including Storrs Agricultural College, Connecticut Agricultural College, Connecticut State College, and finally in 1939, its present name.  It has also mushroomed in size from 13 students (all male) in 1881 to over 30,000 today.  Interestingly, it took UCONN only 12 years to begin admissions for women – a rapid pace compared to many state universities.  Today, half the undergraduate students, and over half of the graduate students, are female.  
During my wife’s reunion activities, we received an excellent briefing on the state of the nursing school from the Dean, and were treated to a luncheon at which the university President was the featured speaker.  Both were women, and I found them to be very sharp and informed individuals.  
We spent considerable time walking around the campus.  It dominates the region.  The city of Storrs is almost an afterthought – a few shops and restaurants, and not much else.  UCONN has retained its agricultural roots. The entire eastern side of the campus is devoted to the School of Agriculture.  The dominant landmark is Horsebarn Hill, where many types of animals are housed and studied.  One featured byproduct of this aspect of the campus is the Dairy Bar which sells delicious ice cream made on the premises from the milk of the cows on the adjacent hillside.  Needless to say, I cleverly found ways to make several visits to the Dairy Bar.
In our walks we had occasion to interact with several students.  Each was polite.  One young woman saw us staring at a campus map and asked if we needed assistance.  The nursing students who told us about their studies were all articulate and enthusiastic.   I felt very comfortable in their midst and was impressed by their eagerness to share.
However, one observation which still troubles me is that there was a significant number of students we saw during our walks who appeared to be overweight.  Although students of both sexes seemed to have this problem, I would estimate that there were possibly twice as many females as males in this condition.  Obviously, this is anecdotal evidence, absolutely insufficient for any meaningful, scientific study, but it is evidence, however limited. 

My concern is that these are young Americans, mostly in the 18-22 age group, who should all be in prime physical condition.  Most of them have considerably more time available now than in their futute working years to exercise and to engage in generally healthy activities.  They certainly should not have “gone to seed” at such an early age.  We did also see many students who were running, either singly or in groups, but they were the exceptions.

I suspect that the primary cause for this early obesity is easy to pinpoint:  too much eating of too much unhealthy food.  There are dining halls in several locations around the campus for those students who are living in dormitories or in university owned apartments (there are many of these at UCONN), but there are also other food choices available at the push of a button on your smart phone.  I am guessing that the daily caloric intake is perhaps twice the suggested amount for many of these students.
My concern is that those who put themselves in this unhealthy condition at this early age are establishing a pattern of being overweight, or even obese, for much of their adult lives.   In addition to the increased risk to their own health and longevity, American society will suffer greatly due to greater health care costs associated with overweight conditions.  A recent economic report written by John Mauldin summarizes the challenge:
Our diet is a key problem. To be blunt about it, Americans eat too much. We could certainly improve our diets by avoiding excess sugar, carbs, etc.; but Mike Roizen says the real culprit is portion size. We live in a culture of excess….. our national food obsession is literally killing us. It is so deeply engrained (pun intended) that we seemingly just can’t turn it off. And this trend toward obesity is showing up as an increase in disease.

The forecasts are scary.  If Americans continue these eating habits, it is nearly certain that we will be facing dramatic increases in coronary artery disease, stroke, and Type II diabetes, just to list some of the probable medical outcomes.  And, as we are seeing in the recent increases in the cost of medical premiums, we, as a nation, simply will be unable to afford the cost of treating this overweight new world.
Of course, I told you earlier that I hit that Dairy Bar several times while on the campus.  I will have to do better…..next week..

I thought you might like to know.
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