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MEDIA RELEASE  
 

The Regional Response to Childhood Obesity Intensifies 
 
Bridgetown, Barbados, 9th February 2017.  Childhood obesity continues to be a serious public health 
concern in the Region.  Statistics show that more than 30% of our Caribbean adolescents are overweight 
or obese, and risk developing non-communicable diseases (NCDs), such as hypertension, diabetes, cancer 
and cardiovascular diseases later in life.  The economic burden of diabetes and hypertension alone is 
estimated at between 1.4% and 8% of GDP in the Caribbean, thus creating a significant drain on Caribbean 
economies, and threatening development prospects. 
 
Recognising the critical need for leadership and cross sectoral action to address this health issue, the 
Caribbean Public Health Agency (CARPHA) in collaboration with the Pan American Health 
Organization/World Health Organization (PAHO/WHO), and the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), and 
with funding from CDB hosted a meeting to develop a roadmap to prevent childhood obesity through 
improved food and nutrition security.  
 
The opening ceremony took place earlier this week at the Barbados Yacht Club, and was marked by the 
presence of the Barbados Minister of Health, The Honourable John D. E. Boyce and other high level 
officials from regional institutions.    
 
In his welcome remarks, Dr C. James Hospedales, CARPHA Executive Director said “The meeting will look 
at how we can together accelerate action on the ground, in countries, in the food environment and 
nutrition area, especially for the most vulnerable – our children.  The meeting is historic as it gathers at 
least half of CARICOM Institutions to focus attention on a key development challenge through 
implementing a 6-point policy package for healthier less obesogenic food environments.”  He went on to 
say fiscal and trade measures, mandatory nutritional labelling to empower consumers and elimination of 
trans fats from food supplies are among the areas that must be addressed, buttressed by regionwide and 
sustained information and communication.   
 
President of the Healthy Caribbean Coalition (HCC), Professor Trevor Hassell, congratulated CARPHA in 
hosting the meeting and stated that “HCC strongly supports this initiative since the issue at hand, namely 
childhood obesity and overweight and consequential epidemic of NCDs, present a significant health and 
development challenge for the people of the Region requiring as it does a multi-sectoral, whole of society 
response.  This requires active participation and engagement of the public sector, both health and non-
health, civil society and the private sector working hand in hand and contributing in their respective areas 
of expertise and influence.” 
 
Ms Jessie Schutte Aine, PAHO Programme Coordinator for the Caribbean told the gathering   there has 
been a dramatic rise in the number of children who are overweight or obese in the Region.  She added 
that childhood obesity is a rapidly growing epidemic, putting children at risk of developing serious health 
problems including diabetes, heart disease and leading to premature death and disability later in life.  She 
stated available data indicates that in one generation, the Caribbean has moved from problems of 
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malnutrition and underweight children to the other extreme.   According to Ms Schutt Aine over the last 
35 years, there has been a major shift in diet moving away from staple foods that are indigenous to the 
Region, towards foods that are highly processed.   
 
“NCDs has long been identified as one of the three super priorities for Caribbean Cooperation in Health 
(CCH)”, stated Dr Rudolph Cummings in his opening remarks.  The Programme Manager for Health Sector 
Reform at CARICOM stressed the need for a more genuine effort at harnessing the intersectoral energies 
that are required to make a difference in our NCDs problem and congratulated CARPHA on hosting the 
meeting.      
 
Through a virtual presentation, CARICOM Assistant Secretary-General for Trade and Economic 
Integration, Mr. Joseph Cox, also underscored the need for the Region to take decisive action, and   stated 
that the “timing of this action cannot be overstated and the opportunity to develop a roadmap is 
welcomed in order to deal with the issue.” Mr Cox explained that a “strategic alliance between the private 
sector, public sector and civil society is necessary to affect change and move in concert.”   
 
“As a Caribbean Region, we have faltered in our response to the epidemic in childhood obesity with many 
countries in the Region reporting prevalence rates in excess of 30% in the pre-teen and teenage 
population.  Collectively, we are well positioned to drive this important element of the health agenda 
within CARICOM,” stated Honourable John D. E. Boyce, Minister of Health, Barbados in his feature 
address. 
 
Minister Boyce went on to say there is a need for greater enforcement of the policy of physical education 
in schools.  He believes that more time should also be allotted for physical education sessions, even during 
the ‘exam’ term. 
 
In closing the Minister thanked CARPHA for its work in developing appropriate regimes to the childhood 
obesity epidemic, and its technical support to developing surveillance systems, health promotions 
strategies, and policies options for addressing childhood obesity.   
 
The Regional High Level Meeting to Develop a Roadmap on Multi-sectoral Action to Prevent Childhood 
Obesity through Improved Food and Nutrition Security takes place from 9th – 10th February 2017 at the 
CXC Headquarters.  The focus of the meeting is to foster collaboration between regional economic and 
social sector institutions to support the implementation of a 6-point policy package developed by CARPHA 
as part of the Caribbean Cooperation in Health initiative (CCH-IV).  
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