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On April 7, 2008, the Wellcome Trust and The National 

Bureau of Asian Research's Center for Health and Aging 

(CHA)—the Secretariat for the Pacific Health Summit—

convened 60 leaders from science, policy, public health, industry, 

and medicine to discuss the rapidly emerging threat of obesity and 

its associated diseases in both developed and developing societies. 

The “Obesity, Associated Diseases, and Personal Health: Addressing 

the Global Nutrition Challenge” workshop was one of two Advance 

Workshops of the Pacific Health Summit. Key action points and 

agreements generated at this workshop will feed directly into the 2008 

Pacific Health Summit process and beyond. The workshop pursued 

three key goals:

1.	 To identify gaps and opportunities for coordinated or joint 

responses from scientists, policymakers, funders, and industry to 
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address increasing challenges associated 

with obesity and related diseases. 

2.	 To capitalize on the strengths of each sector 

and investigate options to collaborate 

effectively through new partnerships. 

3.	 To inform the 2008 Pacific Health 

Summit process and complement the 

“Undernutrition: Creating New Responses” 

workshop held in Tokyo in February. The 

theme for the 2008 Summit is “The Global 

Nutrition Challenge: Getting a Healthy 

Start.”

Four panel discussions addressed key themes, 

such as the financial and social costs of the 

obesity epidemic, as well as the challenge 

of incentivizing healthy behavior among 

individuals and more effective partnerships 

between government, industry, and academia. 

Discussions also focused on the role and 

strengths of the private sector, as well as on 

how to prioritize the issue of obesity and 

its associated diseases on the global health 

agenda. All the discussion sessions addressed 

the issue of obesity and being overweight as 

a serious problem in both developing and 

developed countries. Workshop participants 

acknowledged that the continuum between 

under and overnutrition would remain a major 

problem, especially for nations experiencing a 

nutrition transition. 

The obesity epidemic: Costs and 
risk factors 

“The short answer,” according to Nicolaus 

Henke, Director of McKinsey’s Health System 

Group based in London, when asked about 

the economic costs associated with obesity, “is 

US$700 billion.” He saw rising direct healthcare 

costs as a major concern for governments, 

compounded by a concomitant reduction in 

economic activity through loss of workdays, as 

well as loss of life. 

From a socioeconomic viewpoint, Ricardo 

Uauy, Professor of Public Health Nutrition at 

the University of Chile’s Institute of Nutrition 

and Food Technology and the London School 

of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, explored the 

disease etiology in developing countries, where 

the double burden of both undernutrition and 

obesity or being overweight continues to grow. 

He highlighted appropriate nutrition for babies 

and infants as an area of concern, as stunted 

growth has emerged as a risk factor for obesity 

in later life, especially when energy-rich food Marc Van Ameringen, Executive Director,  
Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition.
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products high in fat and sugar are available 

at low cost. “It’s not just an issue of food or 

energy,” he said, “it is about the quality of the 

macronutrient supply and the micronutrients 

within that food.”

Carlos Monteiro, Professor of Nutrition at 

the University of Sao Paulo’s School of Public 

Health, expressed particular concern about 

the increase in obesity-related diseases in 

countries where healthy, traditional staple foods 

rich in cereals and pulses are being replaced 

with processed, readily available, high-energy, 

nutritionally deficient foods. He advised, “As 

we embrace modernization in many areas, 

we have to be careful to support and protect 

natural, traditional, healthy diets in developing 

countries.” 

In deliberating risk factors, the outcome of the 

UK’s Government Office for Science’s Foresight 

Report, “Tackling Obesities: Future Choices,” 

was also a focal point for discussion. Susan 

Jebb, Head of MRC Nutrition and Health 

Research at the University of Cambridge and 

an Expert Advisor on the Foresight Report, told 

participants that “Obesity is a consequence of 

our biology and the social and cultural context 

in which we find ourselves.” Participants agreed 

broadly with the report, which explained that 

the causes of obesity are the multifaceted and 

interrelated consequences of biology interacting 

with our environment, at the heart of which lies 

the key issue of energy balance.

John Potter, Director of International Research 

at the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research 

Center, noted that obesity is not a new problem 

and that human biology has not fundamentally 

evolved from times of historical food scarcity 

to 21st-century lifestyles where abundant, 

energy-dense, highly calorific foods coupled 

with limited physical activity is the norm in 

many areas of the developed and developing 

worlds. He quoted Roman poet and philosopher 

Lucretius in 50 BC to illustrate: “In primitive 

times, lack of food gave languishing bodies to 

death; now, on the other hand, it is abundance 

that buries them.”

Participants also discussed the issue of food 

security and the industrialization of agriculture, 

and Dr. Potter noted that the concept of food as 

a commodity rather than a basic need has been 

a contributing factor to current problems of 

food insecurity. 

In terms of psychological risk factors, the 

panel agreed that there is a clear gap between 

the intentions of individuals and their actual 

behavior and that the societal context plays a 

major role in determining individual responses 

John Potter, Director, International Research,  
Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center.
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to known risk factors. Of concern was the 

normalization of obesity as an inevitable 

condition for certain people, which would 

further affect individual behavior. While 

participants acknowledged that the biological 

drivers were important, discussions also 

concluded that individuals with strong coping 

strategies are indeed able to control responses to 

food availability. 

Data on reductions in physical activity as a risk 

factor have not been well documented, and 

participants noted that there are not currently a 

great deal of incentives for the broader disciplines 

of nutrition and exercise to collaborate on 

research. Rachel Ballard-Barbash, Associate 

Director of the U.S. National Cancer Institute’s 

Applied Research Program within the Division 

of Cancer Control and Population Sciences, 

reminded participants that multidisciplinary 

teams should work to strengthen the evidence 

base for these correlations. The moderator 

for this panel, Mark Walport, Director of the 

Wellcome Trust, reminded participants that 

“For society, obesity is a problem that affects 

many sectors; no one is off the hook.”

Joining forces with the private 
sector: How do we leverage 
strengths and opportunities 
effectively? 

“People want foods that fit into their lifestyle and 

are therefore convenient, and manufacturers 

make products for which there is a demand. 

That’s simply good business,” noted Helen 

Munday, Director of Food Safety and Science 

at the UK’s Food and Drink Federation. “As a 

result, we need to find ways to increase demand 

for foods that can contribute to a healthier diet. 

That means educating the public about the 

benefits of healthier diets, and making healthy 

food accessible and readily available, safe, 

convenient, and tasty.”

The workshop’s second panel discussion 

explored the role of the private sector in tackling 

malnutrition through research and development 

and in delivering and marketing new, innovative 

products. While industry has created many 

innovative products that help address the 

problem of undernutrition—products such as 

fortified biscuits and rice—the challenge of how 

to use the key tools of the private sector to fight 

obesity remains largely unmet.

Some consider consumption of whole grains, rather 
than highly-processed sugars, as one effective way to 
reduce the risk of acquiring diseases associated with 
obesity.
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or low-priority, corporate social responsibility 

item,” he said. The main barriers to great public-

private collaboration in this area include lack 

of awareness about the problems we face and 

a lack of commitment, leadership, and trust 

from both sectors. The tides are shifting, Mr. 

Van Ameringen noted, but only a handful of 

companies have forged ahead as leaders in this 

area, and the public and private sectors remain 

wary of one another. 

Participants regarded the reformulation 

of food products as an important but not 

necessarily easy task, given consumer demand 

for convenient and safe foods. In particular, 

discussants believed that research and 

development had largely focused on questions of 

food experience and gut responses rather than 

on metabolism and metabolic responses to food 

intake. Participants identified a strong need for 

the latter type of research. “The pharmaceutical 

industry spends 14–15 percent of revenues on 

research and development,” said Derek Yach, 

Mark Van Ameringen, Executive Director of 

the Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition, 

introduced the session by calling on participants 

to acknowledge clear linkages between under 

and overnutrition, as well as the need for dual 

strategies to address all elements of the global 

nutrition challenge. As understanding of the 

global nutrition challenge continues to grow, the 

link between both sides of the nutrition spectrum 

becomes increasingly apparent. For example, 

fetal malnutrition and child undernutrition and 

stunting increase the probability of becoming 

obese and suffering from diabetes, hypertension, 

cardiovascular diseases, and associated diseases 

into adolescence and adulthood. 

“Addressing malnutrition should be a part of a 

company’s core business, not simply an add-on 

Panelists concluded that governments, 

academia, and industry should share 

with one another their understandings 

of the risk factors contributing to obesity, 

as well as combine research efforts. 

However, participants noted that even 

a broad, common understanding may 

not always lead to obvious and effective 

interventions. Initiatives that include 

interdisciplinary teams that target the 

wide range of risk factors are necessary 

to ensure effective responses to the 

problem. 

Public-Private Information and 
Research Partnerships

Mark Walport, Director, The Wellcome Trust.




