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The Tonga Healthy Weight Loss Programme 

A series of nationally held weight loss competitions have been initiated to improve problems 

of obesity in the Kingdom of Tonga. The programme is popular and it is hoped that it may lead to 

significant health improvement. 

Problems of obesity and associated noncommunicable diseases are reaching epidemic 

proportion in Tonga. To attempt to solve these problems, the Tonga National Food and Nutrition 

Committee has initiated a series of unique weight loss competitions on a national scale. Both diet 

and exercise are emphasized. His Majesty King Taufa'ahau Tupou IV has given strong support to the 

programme. 

Set in the heart of the South Pacific, the Kingdom of Tonga has a population of about 

100 000, spread out over six main island groups. Agriculture is the main source of income. 

Previously the Tongan diet was based on local root crops, fish, seafood, pork, poultry or 

other meat, coconut, fruits, and vegetables. However, in recent years, diets have become increasingly 

dependent on unhealthy fatty and refined imported foods. Lifestyles are also changing. Previously, 

most people were involved in agricultural work with considerable physical activity, and there were 

few motor vehicles for transport. However, there are now more office jobs, motor vehicles and other 

mechanizations which is resulting in a significant decrease in physical activity. 
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The 1986 National Nutrition Survey showed that 39% of women and 10% of men were 

obese. A total of 70% of the women are afflicted if both overweight and obesity are considered. 

Along with this, the Tonga Ministry of Health reports an alarming increase in prevalence of diabetes 

and heart disease, as well as increased mortality due to these noncommunicable diseases. 

Thus, the Health and Weight Awareness Programme and weight loss competitions for the 

whole Kingdom were initiated in 1994. It was agreed that weight loss and fitness should be made fun 

activities, in order to achieve positive behavioural changes. The project was planned by the Tonga 

National Food and Nutrition Committee which is based at the Central Planning Department and is 

composed of the governmental ministries of Health, Education, and Agriculture, as well as other 

governmental and nongovernmental groups. The Nutrition Unit of the Central Planning Department 

is implementing the project. 

Objectives include raising awareness on the relationship of overweight and disease, and 

achievement of attitude changes about diet and exercise which will lead to weight loss, improved 

health, greater productivity, and longer happier lives. Other objectives include the establishment of a 

network of weigh stations and exercise groups which will facilitate weight monitoring, weight loss, 

healthy eating, and exercise. 

The regional South Pacific Commission weight for height chart has been adapted for use in 

Tonga, which allows overweight and obesity to be identified. Advice sheets have been prepared on 

healthy weight loss, starting a fitness programme, and healthy food, all of which are distributed 

through the weigh stations. Rules for the six-month long competitions are that weights can be taken 

monthly and that weight loss be gradual. Finally, height and weight measuring equipment has been 

obtained, and a network of weigh stations has been set up so that people have a choice of places for 

weighing. 

Support from the Governments of Australia and New Zealand, the Japanese Volunteer 

Programme, the South Pacific Commission, UNICEF, and WHO, has made the activity possible. 

Funds have been provided for technical assistance, scales, and an awareness programme through 

radio, television, and the newspaper. Local businesses have provided attractive prizes including 

overseas and domestic air tickets, cash, sports shoes, and other prizes. A real commitment has been 

shown by the weigh station managers, as they donate their time voluntarily to do the weighing and 

record-keeping. 
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Exercise has been a main thrust of the programme. Aerobics groups and aerobics 

competitions have been organized in both schools and the community. A very popular activity has 

been the monthly group "Walks for health". The purpose has been to get people out for healthy 

exercise, and the response has been quite successful. From 50 to 200 people attend the walks, and 

due to their popularity, there are now walks in the outer islands as well. 

In the first competition in 1995 over a tonne of weight was lost. In the second in 1996, there 

was again over one tonne weight loss, and there was a greater participation as well. Main prize

winners have lost from 10 to 28 kg for the six-month period. However, anyone who loses as much as 

a kilograrnme wins at least a small prize, and it is also stressed that the main prize is the improved 

health. 

An unexpected element of the weight loss competition has been the interest by the overseas 

press. Overseas media have covered the story, and this has had a positive effect on the programme. 

Strong local support by the local government, businesses and community groups has also greatly 

added to the success of the programme. Finally, His Majesty King Taufa'ahau Tupou N has played 

a significant role. He has achieved a weight loss of 70 kg, and he keeps up a healthy dietary and 

exercise example as well, even at the age of 79 years. In 1997, he initiated a Healthy Lifestyles 

Programme, encouraging his people to live healthy lives as a duty to God, this including healthy diet, 

exercise, moderation in alcohol and avoiding tobacco and drugs. 

Problems however, have been encountered with the implementation of the competitions, 

scales breaking down, not having enough scales, cultural attitudes and values relating to diet and 

exercise, difficulty in losing weight, drop-out of participants, and weight gain at the end of the 

competitions. 

Despite the problems, there is still great interest. New friendships have developed, and there 

is a spirit of cooperation that has developed through the network of weigh stations, aerobics groups, 

and the Walks for Health. There is interest and greater awareness. The challenge remains as 

expressed by His Majesty, "I'd like to see Tongan people return to having a reputation for being 

strong athletes, not for being obese". 


