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The theme for World Obesity Day (WOD) 2024 is: “Let’s talk about Obesity And...”.
It’s clear that the theme is open-ended as an indication to show that obesity is
indeed complex and requires a good understanding of the factors that lead up to
the point when an individual is said to be overweight or obese. Driven by the World
Obesity Federation (WOF), and its membership, this year’s theme aims to fill the
gap in educating populations around the world on the factors that influence
obesity. The Heart and Stroke Foundation South Africa (HSFSA), aligns with the
WOF although it has expanded the 2024 theme to include a life-course approach.
The Foundations theme, therefore, is “Let’s talk about obesity over the life-course”,
and will be commemorated for the month of March. In South Africa, there is a high
burden of obesity with almost 65% of women being classified as overweight or
obese. There is also an increasing prevalence of childhood obesity. The CEO of the
HSFSA, Professor Pamela Naidoo, has emphasized the importance of a strong and
impactful campaign for WOD as one of the prevention measures to protect young
children and future generations.

In order to address the obesity epidemic, the first step is to acknowledge the
intergenerational cycle of obesity. A multifaceted approach is required to reduce
the obesity burden. Kinza Hussain, the Foundation’s dietitian states that we need
to target families, infants and children to initiate and promote healthy behaviors.
Adolescents are also a special group where health behavior messages should be
promoted prior to this age group becoming reproductively active. Most important
are pregnant women who need to optimize their nutritional intake, monitor weight
gain and prevent gestational diabetes. The postpartum period needs to be



monitored to promote a return to healthy pre-pregnancy weight and facilitate long-
term breastfeeding.

It has been well established that obesity entails a strong genetic component.
Individuals who have obese parents are more likely to be obese themselves. Of
course, it is also important to monitor the intersection between environmental and
genetic factors. In recent years, attention has shifted to maternal obesity and how
obesity has the potential to develop in utero. “Emerging evidence highlights the
impact that maternal obesity has on the fetus and this provides not one, but
multiple windows of opportunity to mitigate the growing concern obesity is placing
on our communities,” says Ms Hussain. Studies have illustrated that fetal exposure
to maternal obesity is linked to a higher prevalence of stillbirth and congenital
defects. Furthermore, there is an increased risk of non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) later in life, including childhood obesity and cardiovascular diseases.

While studies have established that neonatal fat is associated with childhood
obesity, opportunities exist for intervention along the health trajectory during
childhood. Infant feeding methods have the potential to represent the first pointin
the postnatal period whereby the impact of being an obese mother can be rectified.
Research has illustrated that breastfeeding reduces the risk of childhood and adult
obesity. Exclusive breastfeeding, and breastfeeding for extended periods (up to 12
months) demonstrate greater benefits such as the normal development of appetite
regulation. The second window of opportunity is the weaning stage. Early
introduction of solids (before 4 months) or delaying it beyond 6 months may
increase the risk of becoming overweight during childhood, as demonstrated by
emerging evidence.
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Prof Naidoo states that the state of obesity is not all “gloom and doom”. The
recommended measures can be used to mitigate the chances of developing
childhood obesity, but at the same time, the literature does state that the obese
child is not predestined to become an obese adult. The childhood years therefore,
are yet another crucial period to address overweight and obesity that may have
been programmed in utero. Of significance, studies have also shown that early

intervention to reverse excessive weight in childhood removes any residual



metabolic risk. Ultimately, the obese child who becomes a lean adult is not at a
cardiometabolic disadvantage. This implies that by reducing obesity prevalence
over time one can reduce the risk of type- 2 diabetes.

Teenage births and pregnancies are not uncommon in South Africa. Pregnancy is
viewed as a teachable period when women are more open to public health
messaging and willing to make health behavioral changes. Educating young,
pregnant females, about the strategies that can be used to prevent obesity among
youth and young children is critically important. As an adult, being obese is more
complex than just simply being sedentary and eating incorrectly. These factors can
further worsen the condition but are often not the only determinants of it. The best
way to understand how a condition can affect someone is by listening to the first-
hand experience of individuals experiencing the condition. Obesity has tripled since
the year 1975 and it has been found that the bias, stigma, and discrimination faced
by individuals living with obesity contribute to increased morbidity or mortality.

Juandre Watson, the Foundation’s Acting Health Promotion Manager, expresses
the importance of workplace wellness programmes to combat obesity. Given that
most people spend a large part of their time in the workplace and, therefore, eat
at least one of their daily meals there, well-planned interventions have
demonstrated to be useful for combating overweight and obesity. These include
dietary interventions associated with exercise or educational programs. In addition
to such interventions, new and emerging science needs to be explored and
implemented in the management of obesity. One such example would be the
intriguing relationship between the gut and brain, and its link to obesity. Alterations
to the gut microbiota can be a result of unhealthy eating habits and stress which
may also result in obesity. This would then entail ensuring the consumption of
specific foods and improving mental health with the aim of keeping the gut healthy.

The World Health Organization (WHO) calls for a “whole-of-society” exploration,
beyond individual-level interventions for obesity. What is required are policies that
can influence the systems that contribute to obesogenic environments. The HSFSA
has been instrumental in the implementation of various policies in the country
which aims to address the NCDs crisis in the country, under which obesity falls. One



such policy is the Sugar-Sweetened beverage (SSB) tax. The HSFSA also takes pride
in its Heart Mark (HM) endorsement program which guides the consumer in
identifying foods that are lower in added sugars, salt and saturated fats and higher
in fiber. HM works with food manufacturers to reformulate their products and is
approved by the National Department of Health. Further to this, the HSFSA runs
different awareness programmes throughout the year in order to focus on obesity.
Amongst these include our flagship Schools Health Promotion Initiative (SHPI)
which targets primary school learners and their teachers.

The Foundation’s health risk assessment initiative measures the following
biological markers: Blood pressure, pulse, blood glucose, blood cholesterol, height,
weight, waist circumference and body mass index (BMI). The HRA also evaluates
the client’s current medical, behavioral and family history as well as the mental
health status of the client. All these indicators add up to identifying a client’s
potential risk for cardiovascular disease. Obesity, being one indicator that increases
a person’s risk for having a heart attack or stroke, as well as numerous other health
problems including high blood pressure, certain cancers, diabetes, gallstones, sleep
apnoea and degenerative joint disease. The Foundation plays a pivotal role in
guiding people at all stages of life to a healthier self. We do these through our
various programs: Mended hearts and Strokes Groups, community health
promotion activities, Employee Wellness Programs, media outreach and our health
chat line.

This WOD and for the entire month of March, join the HSFSA in keeping the
conversation going and in understanding the complexity of obesity. Let us all
recognize the role we have to play, Let’s talk about obesity and...” and spread the
word.

Interviews will be conducted with our Health Promotions Team, Dieticians and CEQO,
Professor Pamela Naidoo. To co-ordinate and confirm interview dates you are
welcome to contact Mr. Themba Mzondi, our PR and Communications Officer on
021 422 1586 /078 113 5216 or email themba.mzondi@heartfoundation.co.za



About the Heart and Stroke Foundation SA

The Heart and Stroke Foundation South Africa (HSFSA) plays a leading role in the
fight against preventable heart disease and stroke, with the aim of seeing fewer
people in South Africa suffer premature deaths and disabilities. The HSFSA,
established in 1980 is a non-governmental, non-profit organization which relies on
external funding to sustain the work it carries out.

The HSFSA aims to reduce the cardiovascular disease (CVD) burden in South Africa
and ultimately on the health care system of South Africa. Our mission is to
empower people in South Africa to adopt healthy lifestyles, make healthy choices
easier, seek appropriate care and encourage prevention.

For more information visit www.heartfoundation.co.za. You can also find us on
www.facebook.com/HeartStrokeSA, www.twitter.com/SAHeartStroke and
www.instagram.com/heartstrokesa
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