Caribbean Wellness Day 2016
Healthy Children, Healthy Environments
HCC calls for legislation to ban marketing of fast foods and junk
foods in Caribbean schools
A Message from the HCC President, Sir Trevor Hassell

On this Caribbean Wellness Day 2016 and in the lead up
to the 30th Meeting of the Council for Human and Social
Development (COHSOD) on September 24-25, 2016 and
against the background of unacceptably high rates of
overweight and obesity amongst our children; The Healthy
Caribbean Coalition calls on Caribbean regional governments
to urgently enact policies and legislation that provide Healthy
Environments for Healthy Children.

There is increased evidence of the adverse and unhealthy impact of the offerings of fast food
restaurants on children and young adults (Centres for Disease control and Prevention (CDC)
2015 National Centre of Health statistics on ‘Caloric Intake From Fast Food Among Children and
Adolescents in the United States, 2011–2012’). The impact of unhealthy food environments driven
by various factors including globalisation and the export of western fast food giants is evident
throughout most of the world and increasingly in low and middle income countries, including
the Caribbean, leading to overweight and obesity rates among children as high as 30%. Children
who are overweight or obese may develop serious medical problems in childhood including Type
2 Diabetes and high blood pressure. Obese children are more likely to become obese adults and
adult obesity is associated with increased risk of NCDs including heart disease, diabetes, metabolic
syndrome, and cancer. The Caribbean has experienced a major shift in dietary patterns fuelled
largely by increased consumption of imported ultra processed foods and an expanding home
grown and international fast food industry (thanks to the liberalisation of trade and investments
allowing international companies to open fast-food franchises in emerging markets worldwide
including the Caribbean). This development necessitates an assessment of the financial and
health impact of fast food restaurants on the health and development of children and adults in
the Caribbean.

The case for encouraging and supporting fast food restaurants in the Caribbean is for the most
part financial, based on the economic benefits to the country arising from increased employment.
Furthermore, for the most part the fast food industry in the region continues to push their
standard products – foods and beverages high in fat, sugars and salt – with no meaningful
attempts to provide healthy menu alternatives. Little or no consideration is often given to the
deleterious short and long-term health and associated economic costs to the local community
and to the most frequent consumers of fast foods, low-income earners. The sense of public health
leadership, both regionally and extra regionally, is that health costs ultimately over-ride and nullify
any employment and economic benefits.
The negative impacts of this ‘fast food culture’ are exacerbated by the tradition of promoting
and marketing of cheap, highly processed, nutrient poor, energy-dense foods and beverages in
government funded and private schools throughout the Caribbean. This is at direct odds with global
and regional recommendations calling for an end to marketing of unhealthy foods to children
and adolescents explicitly stated in the WHO Report of the Commission on Ending Childhood
Obesity, the CARPHA Plan of Action for Promoting Healthy Weights in the Caribbean: Prevention
and Control of Childhood Obesity 2014 – 2019, the PAHO Plan of Action for the Prevention of
Obesity in Children and Adolescents, and the recently released Port of Spain Declaration Evaluation
Report. Additionally, the promotion and marketing of fast foods and sugar-sweetened beverages
(SSBs) in schools is in contravention of the Convention on the Rights of the Child which Caribbean
governments ratified more than 20 years ago. The Convention requires that states act in the best
interests of the child and it supports the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, which acknowledges
that “the child, by reason of his physical and mental immaturity, needs special safeguards and care,
including appropriate legal protection, before as well as after birth”. Children’s rights are the human
rights of children with particular attention to the rights of special protection and care afforded to
minors.
Against this background the HCC calls on Governments of the Caribbean to honour, as a matter
of urgency, their commitments to the Convention on the Rights of the Child by, passing legislation
and determining policies that prohibit the marketing and promotion of fast foods and SSBs in
schools, thus providing special safeguards and care in schools for children. The HCC further calls
on Caribbean governments to undertake cost benefit analyses of fast food restaurants in national
development as a basis for determining further national policy. The HCC commits itself and its
member organisations to taking appropriate steps to reduce childhood and adult obesity in the
Caribbean.
Sir Trevor Hassell, President, HCC September 10, 2016
For Related reading have a look at HCC’s recent NCD Policy brief. A Closer Look: The Implementation
of Taxation on Sugar-Sweetened Beverages by the Government of Barbados. A Civil Society
Perspective

