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 Australian Health Ministers’ Conference
MEDIA RELEASE

7 April 2006

AUSTRALIAN HEALTH MINISTERS ANNOUNCE OBESITY ACTION PLAN

Australian Health Ministers, meeting in Wellington, New Zealand today, announced a national action agenda to address overweight and obesity in Australian adults.  

The action agenda complements the Australian Better Health Initiative announced by COAG in February 2006 and Healthy Weight 2008 the national action agenda for children and youth. The action agenda provides opportunities for the health sector, food industry, local government and communities to prevent weight gain in the first instance and to help people manage their weight better.  
The action agenda targets five population groups:

· the whole adult population;

· older people;

· people living in rural and remote locations;

· Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; and

· people with established risk for weight-related chronic conditions.

Minister’s agreed that this action agenda, together with the National Obesity Taskforce’s Healthy Weight 2008:  Australia’s Future, the national action agenda for children, young people and their families will now provide a whole of population approach to maintaining healthy weight.

Ministers called on the food industry to work with the Taskforce to develop and better promote healthier options such as low fat or low salt products, to provide better information for consumers through ‘healthy labelling’ options and to consider ways to improve the supply of healthy food choices for rural and remote communities.  

Ministers announced the development of Physical Activity Guidelines for older Australians, which will add to the other guidelines currently available for children and adults.  

To continue the commitment to tackling overweight and obesity levels in children and young people, Ministers also announced the development of a national food categorisation system, based on the nutrient criteria of the food, as the first step in a national healthy school canteen guidelines.

Ministers agreed that, in the context of the current review of television advertising standards by the Australian Communications and Media Authority, that Ministers write to the Australian Association of National Advertisers (AANA) and the Australian Food and Grocery Council (AFGC) raising the issue of increased community concern regarding childhood obesity and requesting the development of options within the context of the voluntary marketing code of conduct to address these concerns. Ministers also agreed to invite the AANA and the AFGC to the next meeting of the AHMC  in July;

They also agreed to write to the Communications Minister outlining Health ministers concerns about this issue and the intention to provide input to the current review and to note the overview of issues on this topic.  They agreed with the recommendation by the National Obesity Task Force that further research be undertaken to inform future policy in this area. State and Territory Ministers resolved to develop options for action for consideration at their next meeting.

Health Ministers agreed that implementation of the Australian Better Health Initiative provides the best opportunity to progress the healthy school canteen framework as well as a number of the proposed actions under the adults’ action plan including the adult health check, information/training for health professionals, promoting healthy lifestyles, health promotion fund for social marketing, better self management and local community programs.  

The National Obesity Taskforce was established by Australian Health Ministers in November 2002 to address the problem of growing overweight and obesity levels in Australia.  The Taskforce focused its attention on children and youth in the first instance as it is important to instil good habits early in life.  Australian Health Ministers asked the Taskforce in July 2004 to review the evidence for actions to address overweight and obesity in adults and older Australians.  

Health Ministers recognise the growing problem of obesity and are pleased that the COAG Australian Better Health Initiative will add to the millions of dollars of government funding already at work on projects across the country to address overweight and obesity.  
The Australian Better Health Initiative, funded at $500 million includes the following elements:

· local programs to encourage exercise and improve nutrition;

· primary care services to provide nutrition advice and support for weight management;

· nationally consistent campaigns to promote healthy weight; and

· national effort to reduce lifestyle health risks such as obesity, including a national guidelines for school canteens to promote healthy eating.

In 2001, 7.3 million Australians over the age of 18 years (60 percent) were overweight or obese.  Of these, 2.5 million were obese.  The latest estimates of the economic and societal costs of obesity suggest it may be as high as $1.2 billion per year and rising fast.  
Overweight and obesity are more prevalent among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, women in lower socioeconomic groups and women living in remote areas.  Young women are gaining weight faster than any other group.  

Overweight and obesity are major risk factors for chronic diseases including diabetes, heart disease, stroke, osteoporosis, asthma and some cancers.  There is significant potential use of health sector services for these conditions.  Being overweight or obese can also impact on people’s ability to stay healthy and productive in the workforce.
Further information can be obtained at www.healthyactive.gov.au
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