
Ministerial Roundtable on Diet, Physical Activity and Health 

Summary of discussion 

All delegations attending the RCM were represented and as many took part as 

possible during the time available, expressing appreciation for the Regional Director's 

decision to focus this year's Ministerial Roundtable on this most important issue. 

Many representatives found the two presentations enlightening and stimulating and 

expressed appreciation of the background paper. Member States reinforced 

particular concern that chronic diseases now dominate the health burden in most 

countries, and are increasing rapidly. Emphasis was given to the substantial health 

costs already evident due to the high prevalence of type 2 diabetes. Several 

Member States highlighted the rapid increase in childhood obesity and diabetes. In 

several Member States there was a double burden of coexisting malnutrition with 

micronutrient deficiencies and obesity, high blood pressure, diabetes and cancer, 

often affecting the same individuals in different phases of the lifespan. Many 

countries illustrated the rapid escalation in rates of these diseases. This plethora of 

evidence illustrates the fact that in this Region there is very substantial information of 

the prevalence of these diseases and their associated health burdens. The problem 

was that there was substantial disjunction in many countries between the recognition 

of these major problems and action to implement substantial population changes that 

would have a real impact in public health terms, i.e. the knowledge-behaviour 

paradox. Several MS emphasised the important links between inter-generational 

malnutrition, low birth weight and the enhanced risk of adult chronic disease, 

reflecting the concept that the population in Asia and the Pacific should be 

considered particularly susceptible to the environmental factors driving the epidemic 

of NCDs. 

MS contributed many examples of strategies now being developed to cope with 

these prevalent diseases. Examples were given of initiatives now underway, 

including special school programmes, health education initiatives with role models 

and special videos and programmes to enhance physical activity involving Ministers 

and others in high-profile campaigns. Major regional initiatives were also highlighted, 

such as the Vientiane Declaration on Healthy ASEAN Lifestyles. Concern was 

expressed by the Pacific Island countries about the need to focus regional action at 

several levels, including trade and the role of mo, with WHO support. National 

institutions I Councils were also being formed to promote effective action. 



A number of barriers to progress were highlighted; the changing trends with the 

young moving away from traditional Asian eating patterns and the impact of fast food 

and soft drinks was troubling and indicated that new approaches to health promotion 

are clearly needed. MS highlighted the need for widespread inter-sectoral 

involvement and particularly noted the importance of engaging the food industry in 

progressive health developments. Issues related to food security and safety had to 

be included in future developments and the value of Ministries of Health using health 

impact assessments to highlight the value of policy developments conducive to 

health should be emphasised. 

In considering the range of possible initiatives, MS provided examples of new 

strategies being developed, but there was a unanimous call for a coherent global 

strategy to be developed by WHO and a request that the WHO Westem Pacific 

Region should focus on this problem and make it a priority. The importance of a 

rigorous scientific analysis of the impact of diet and physical activity on health 

throughout the life cycle was emphasised. Several MS highlighted the wealth of 

evidence on the diet-disease relationships and the capacity to prevent the NCOs 

available from major studies conducted within the Asia-Pacific Region. It was also 

clear that substantial improvements could be achieved in a short time. The broader 

issues of how to engage other powerful sectors of govt and indeed of the 

international order, e.g. WTO, was a challenge that required new approaches. 

No government can afford to ignore the rising tide of NCOs and the need for early 

action. 


