
Open letter to Ministers attending the Ministerial Roundtable on COVID-19 (Item 6) of the 73rd session of WHO 

regional committee for South East Asia 

 

September 10th 2020 

 
Dear Honourable Ministers of Bangladesh, Bhutan, Democratic People's Republic of Korea, India, Indonesia, Maldives, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Timor-Leste. 

 

World Obesity Federation and its partners commend the World Health Organization (WHO) and its member 

states in the South-East Asia region for their leadership and rapid and comprehensive action to control this 

pandemic.  

Obesity is a chronic disease that independently increases mortality rates and is a major risk factor for the 

three non-communicable diseases (NCDs) responsible for the majority of premature deaths worldwide - 

cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes and cancer. Mounting evidence also now shows that obesity is a 

major risk factor for COVID-19 complications and mortality. In addition, strict measures like self-isolation 
and lockdown have resulted in physical activity restrictions, limited accessibility to healthy food, and 

increased mental health difficulties. It is thus vital that we focus during this time on improving the health 

and reducing the vulnerability of people living with or affected by or at risk of developing obesity, while 

working to reduce the double burden of malnutrition through comprehensive, multi-sectorial action. 

Emerging economies are now witnessing the fastest rise in childhood and adult obesity prevalence, and 

South East Asia is no exception. Indonesia, Maldives, Timor-Leste, Thailand, Bhutan, Myanmar, Bangladesh 

and Nepal all appear in the top 10 list of countries with the most rapid rise in adult obesity prevalence 
(1995-2016).  World Obesity’s Global Atlas on Childhood Obesity predicts that, by 2030, five countries 

in the region will have over 1 million school-age children and youth living with obesity; by 2025 there will 

already be 32million 5-19 year olds living with obesity. No country in the region is on track to meet WHO 

obesity targets. In addition, the region faces the dual burden, of malnutrition with undernutrition including 

wasting, stunting and micronutrient deficiencies highly prevalent alongside overnutrition.  

In the context of COVID-19 these facts and figures have a new urgency. The pandemic has shown the 

absence of processes to protect the health of vulnerable populations. Malnutrition prevention and 
treatment strategies such as ensuring access to healthy diets should be integral to COVID-19 response 

and recovery plans.   

As you meet today to discuss current and  future challenges, we urge your governments to embed the 
following considerations in their national strategies for COVID-19 in the short- and long-term, to ensure 

that the wider health of populations is maintained, and the negative impact minimised at this time: 

• Ensure that nutritionally adequate food is made available for all, particularly for vulnerable populations. 

• Ensure NCD patients have continued access to medication. 

• Ensure that policies and restrictions in place to limit the spread of COVID-19 allow for people to be 

physically active, while maintaining adequate social distancing.  

• Increase education and awareness that obesity is a disease not a sign of affluence. 

• Recognise that obesity and other NCDs increase the risk and likely worsen the outcomes of COVID-

19, and ensure that people living with these diseases are tested and provided care early.  

 

In conclusion, actions to address malnutrition in all its forms will be essential to help prevent the worst 

impacts of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations. However, there is also an opportunity for member states 
in the region to ‘build back better’ and ensure a ‘Healthy Recovery’; by fast-tracking the implementation of 

nutrition and other public health policies, governments can help tackle obesity and strengthen population 

resilience to future health threats. 

 

http://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wof-files/11996_Childhood_Obesity_Atlas_Report_ART_V2.pdf
http://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wof-files/970_-_WOF_Missing_the_2025_Global_Targets_Report_ART.pdf
http://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wof-files/970_-_WOF_Missing_the_2025_Global_Targets_Report_ART.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/who-manifesto-for-a-healthy-recovery-from-covid-19


Sincerely, 

 

Johanna Ralston    Dr. Banshi Saboo   Dr. Monika Arora 

CEO     President     Executive Director 

World Obesity Federation   All Indian All India Association   HRIDAY 

for Advancing Research in Obesity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


