Combating obesity among children

SEEING that the number of obese schoolchildren is increasing, the Department of Health has proposed creating healthy diet environments in schools in 2006-07 to stem the trend among children towards obesity. That would be a step in the right direction, but it would be insufficient. The authorities should formulate a comprehensive strategy for preventing obesity among children and, drawing a lesson from the anti-smoking campaign, regard obesity as an important public health issue. Only if they do so can they change prevalent habits. 
In 1997, 16.4% of Hong Kong children were obese. The rate was 18.7% in 2003. It went up over two percentage points in just six years. A piece of research done in another part of the world shows that the risk of obese children having adult obesity at 35 is as high as 80%. What has happened in other parts of the world shows that the government must direct its efforts at primary and secondary students before it can effectively deal with the social problem of the obese population exploding. Only if that is done can the problem be fundamentally alleviated.

　While there are myriad weight loss regimens, the causes of obesity are few. Like those in other developed places, many children in Hong Kong are obese because they eat much and exercise little. They have bad eating habits, taking in excessive amounts of fat, protein and refined carbohydrates and sugar and not having enough vegetables or fruits. In a Chinese University study, 75% of the 1,600 surveyed children did not have sufficient vegetables or fruits. Another Chinese University survey, in which 6,800 people have participated, shows that over 60% of secondary students do not have adequate exercise. Consequently, over the past five years, secondary students' average weigh has kept going up, as has their average fat level.
Obesity affects health and leads to many health care problems. However, it is impossible to solve the problem of obesity just by medical means. The authorities ought to formulate a comprehensive strategy. They must also drum up support from society, especially from educators, people in the catering industry, athletes and the media. Obesity is becoming more and more prevalent among children. Only by means of a popular campaign can this social problem be effectively tackled. It is possible to help promote healthy diet and prevent children from falling into the obesity whirlpool by taking the following three measures.

　(1) To provide children with correct information, thereby creating a social environment for preventing obesity. Their excessive intake of soda and unhealthy food is the main culprit in obesity among children. A piece of research done in the US shows more than 9,000 out of ten thousand commercials seen by children are about fast food, soda or confectionery. Frequently seen by children, they may influence their food preference. We believe the best way of countering such information is to promote balanced diet equally frequently. When the idea of healthy diet takes root among youngsters, peer-group pressure may help counter the prevalence of unhealthy food commercials.

　(2) To do what is similar to the Feed Me Better campaign to win public support. Some time ago, Jamie Oliver, a British celebrity chef, started a Feed Me Better campaign to make Britain's school meals more nutritious and reduce the harm junk food may do children. The campaign, which has caused the British government embarrassment, is supported by over a hundred Members of Parliament and has attracted great attention from the media. Hong Kong boasts many celebrity chefs, but few of them are concerned about schoolchildren's nutrition. The authorities may rely on societal groups to start a campaign to improve the younger generation's eating habits. 

　(3) To create a social environment for promoting healthy diet. Even if schools place emphasis on balanced diet, efforts to combat obesity among children may not be as effective as they should be if they eat lots of junk food at home and what they eat in restaurants is oily and salty. The government should seek the catering industry's support. It should encourage restaurants to offer diners healthy dishes and give them information on their nutritional value so that health-conscious people will have wider choice and so that a healthy food culture will become established in the SAR. 
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