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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the regional technical consultation on 

food-based dietary guidelines, organized by the Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office of 

the World Health Organization in partnership with the Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO) Regional Office for the Near East. 

I am also pleased to note the participation of the Director of the Nutrition Division of 

FAO, Rome and the Director of the Department of Nutrition in Health and Development of 

WHO. headquarters and that of many experts from the fields of food science, nutrition and 

agriculture.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The burden of chronic diseases is rapidly increasing worldwide. The World Health 

Report 2002 indicated that mortality, morbidity and disability attributed to the major 

noncommunicable diseases currently accounts for about 60% of all deaths and 47% of the 

global burden of disease, both of which are expected to rise to 73% and 60% respectively, by 

2020. The majority of these deaths occur in developing countries, where those affected are 

on average younger in age than in industrialized countries. 

For noncommunicable diseases, the most important risk factors include high blood 

pressure, high concentrations of cholesterol in the blood, inadequate intake of fruits and 

vegetables, overweight and obesity, inadequate levels of physical activity and the use of 

tobacco. Five of these risk factors are closely related to diet and physical activity. 

Recognizing the heavy and growing burden of noncommunicable diseases, in 2002 

Member States requested the Director-General of the World Health Organization to develop 

a global strategy on diet, physical activity and health through a broad consultation process. 

The strategy in its development addressed two of the main risk factors for noncommunicable 

diseases, namely diet and physical activity. 

In 2004, the Fifty-seventh World Health Assembly endorsed the global strategy on 

diet, physical activity and health, and also urged Member States to develop national dietary 

guidelines consistent with national circumstances. The strategy recognized that bringing 

about changes in dietary habits and patterns of physical activity would require the combined 

efforts of partners from the public and private sectors over a period of years. International 

organizations including WHO and FAO were requested to provide support to Member States 

in facilitating the drafting, updating and implementation of national food-based dietary 

guidelines in collaboration with national counterparts, using all available knowledge and 

experience.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Good nutrition is important for health. However, food choice is a complex human 

behaviour and influenced by many interrelated factors, ranging from biological mechanisms 

and genetics all the way to social and cultural factors. Influencing dietary choice in an 

effective way can therefore be difficult. It is necessary to understand what determines 

people’s choice of foods and what obstacles there might be to effecting changes.  

In 1992, the International Conference on Nutrition adopted the World Declaration and 

Plan of Action for Nutrition, which for the first time recognized that each country needed to 

identify public health issues related to local dietary patterns and adopt appropriate local 

strategies for their resolution. This approach was notable for the absence of numerical targets 

for food and nutrient intakes, and thus marked a move in the thinking of nutritionists and 

food experts away from policies based on numbers.  

This approach also required the dissemination of nutrition information through 

sustainable food-based approaches that encourage dietary diversification through the 

production and consumption of different categories of food. Dietary guidelines represent the 

practical way to reach the nutritional goals of a population, taking into account the 

customary dietary patterns of the population with an indication of what aspects of these 

patterns need modification. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The concept of establishing information through food-based dietary guidelines 

(FBDG) is a sensible approach, as consumers think in terms of foods rather than of nutrients. 

Generally speaking, FBDG is understood to mean the expression of the principles of 

nutrition education mostly as foods, using language that avoids to all extent possible the 

technical terms of nutrition sciences, and that is intended for use by members of the general 

public. We are aware that dietary patterns vary between countries, requiring the development 

of locally appropriate food-based dietary guidelines.  
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Establishing dietary guidelines is no easy task, however. Different population groups 

have different nutritional needs, while different lifestyles involve different diets. 

Furthermore, nutritional status is affected not only by the food that is eaten but also the way 

it is prepared and the patterns of food consumption. 

The objectives of this consultation are to review the status of the food-based dietary 

guidelines in countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, to identify gaps and resources 

involved in setting up national food-based dietary guidelines and to formulate a framework 

to assist countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region in developing and implementing 

food-based dietary guidelines. 

I am sure that with the collective expertise and wisdom available to this consultation, 

the consultation will achieve all its objectives with clarity and precision. I would also take 

this opportunity to remind you that a balanced diet is not the only component of a healthy 

lifestyle; it is also important to incorporate other health promotion messages, such as those 

relating to smoking, physical activity and alcohol consumption. 

I wish you a successful consultation. 

 


