
Hall of Famers John Elway and Bob Feller and former Miss America 
Heather French Henry Join Top VA Officials, Researchers to Promote 
Campaign to Improve Health of Veterans and Their Families     
 
 WASHINTON – Pro football Hall of Fame quarterback John Elway, major league 
baseball Hall of Fame pitcher Bob Feller and former Miss America Heather French Henry joined 
top VA officials, scientists and researchers in a day-long symposium September 27 at the 
Washington VA Medical Center as part of an ongoing national campaign to help veterans and 
their families improve their health.  
 
 VA Secretary Jim Nicholson; Under Secretary for Health, Dr. Michael J. Kussman; and 
Washington VA Medical Center Director Fernando Rivera hosted the day-long event as part of 
VA’s HealthierUS Veterans initiative.  The initiative is designed to help veterans and their 
families make healthier food choices and become more active in order to avoid or better manage 
diabetes and other chronic diseases. 
 
  Elway, the honorary chairman for the HealthierUS Veterans campaign, spoke at the 
event, telling the audience of more than 300 people that he is proud to serve as the honorary 
spokesperson for the campaign to emphasize to veterans the need to exercise regularly and lead a 
healthier lifestyle.       
 
 “This is something that tugs at my heart,” said Elway, noting that his father passed away 
seven years ago and that two of his uncles were veterans who fought in the Pacific theatre during 
World War II.  Elway said that he looks on his spokesperson’s role as a way of giving back to 
veterans because it is important “for us to appreciate the veterans and what we have today.” 
 
 Feller, a World War II Navy veteran who served on the USS Alabama and who has been 
active for many years in supporting veterans, told the crowd the reason he has lived into his late 
80s is because he has practiced self discipline when it comes to his health. 
 

“The most important thing about living to a great old age without Alzheimer’s is good 
nutrition, self discipline and good luck,” Feller said.          

 
Dr. Kussman presented Elway with a plaque in recognition of his service as honorary 

spokesperson, including his appearance in a public service video that has aired on hundreds of 
television stations nationwide. 

 
Kussman also praised Feller for his service as a “distinguished World War II veteran and 

a true friend of veterans,” and noted that former Miss America Heather French Henry has been 
helping veterans since she selected “helping homeless veterans" as the theme of her reign as Miss 
America in 2000.   

 
The Under Secretary pointed out that 70 percent of the veterans VA cares for are 

overweight and one in four has diabetes. Both factors increase the risk of many other diseases. He 
said the VA’s MOVE program (Managing Overweight Veterans Everywhere) has been extremely 
successful in encouraging veterans to get in shape.   

 
He recognized two veterans in the audience who have lost weight as a result of the 

MOVE program:   
 



Bill Bloom, who lost 50 pounds and got his blood sugar levels under control enabling 
him to keep his job as a tour bus driver in Washington, D.C., and  

 
Sean Kunai, who has lost 64 pounds since joining the program at the beginning of this 

year. Moreover, Kunai filled a lifelong dream of climbing Mt. Marcy, New York state’s highest 
mountain.       

 
In addressing the audience, French noted that she was the daughter of a Vietnam veteran 

from the Marine Corps. 
 
“As my father ages, I become more aware every single day of the growing needs of the 

veterans population,” said French, who also moderated a Town Hall meeting and appears in a 
soon-to-be released workout video targeted to veterans and their families.     

 
The Symposium was the last public event as VA Secretary for Nicholson, who told the 

audience that the HealthierUS Veterans program was developed in partnership with the 
Department of Health and Human Services. He pointed out that heart disease, hypertension, high 
blood pressure, hardening of the arteries and amputations and other health-related problems all 
are linked to obesity, lack of exercise and poor nutrition.  

 
“That’s why our focus is to educate veterans and the public about the health risks of 

obesity and diabetes,” Nicholson said.    
  
The Symposium was sponsored by VA’s Office of Veterans Health Communications, the 

Employee Educations Service, and the National Center for Health Promotion & Disease 
Prevention (NCP). It also, featured a health fair with nutrition and fitness demonstrations, 
exercise presentations and a farmers’ market.  

 
An educational symposium for clinical professionals featured leading VA researchers 

who discussed the latest research findings related to obesity, nutrient and diabetes. 
 
Speakers and their presentations included: 
 

• Ralph A. DeFronzo, MD, Professor of medicine and chief of the Diabetes 
Division at the University of Texas Health Science Center and the Audie L. 
Murphy Memorial Veterans Affairs Hospital in San Antonio, Texas, Deputy 
Director of the Texas Diabetes Institute, who presented on the subject of:  
Obesity and type 2 diabetes:  An epidemic out of control. 

• William Bauman, MD, Director, Spinal Cord Damage Research Center at the 
Bronx VA Medical Center, Mount Sinai Medical Center whose presentation 
was: Obesity and spinal cord injury:  Is it worse than we think? 

• William S. Yancy, Jr., MD, MHS, Research Associate, Center for Health 
Services Research in Primary Care, Assistant Professor, Durham VA 
Medical Center, Duke University Medical Center, who discussed the 
question: What can diets do? 

• William C. Duckworth, MD, Staff Physician – Phoenix VA Medical Center, 
who spoke on: Keeping veterans with diabetes healthy:  A goal of VA 
research 



• And Zofia Zukowska, MD, PhD, Professor and Chair, Department of 
Physiology and Biophysics, Georgetown University Medical Center, who 
presented on:  Stress and obesity:  mechanisms and therapeutic prospects 

 

Additional information about  HealthierUS Veterans is available at 
www.healthierusveterans.va.gov. 

 

 

 
 

http://www.healthierusveterans.va.gov/

