Obesity and health


THERE is a plethora of diet plans available to those aspiring to lose weight. Some forbid carbohydrates while others advocate the low-fat method. This is indicative of the public interest in diets and weight loss. Whichever theory you might adhere to, the cardinal principle is ‘eat less, move more’. This diet mania is not unfounded. Obesity is a global phenomenon; the gravity of the problem is illustrated by its ubiquitous presence throughout the globe. In Pakistan obesity is a health concern simply by virtue of what it entails and because of its adverse impact on mental and physical well-being. While obesity inhibits and impairs the functioning of the human mind and body it leads to various other diseases as well.

Different studies conducted in the country have put the obesity burden at different levels. According to the National Health Survey (NHS) report of 1990-94, the obesity rates for adults aged 25-64 of middle and high socio-economic status were 15 per cent and 27 per cent in rural areas, and 27 per cent and 42 per cent in urban areas. More recent NHS findings are not available but according to a study by the Canadian Medical Association Journal based on this data, a quarter of the population of Pakistan would be classified as overweight or obese. The figure may be higher now with the large-scale induction of fast food culture in the big cities. Being overweight is associated with a higher risk of disease. The impact of obesity on the state of the nation’s health is profound. Overweight and obesity can lead to type-2 diabetes, ischaemic heart disease, stroke, hypertensive disease, osteoarthritis, and colon, kidney, endometrial and post-menopausal breast cancer. The obesity epidemic is leading to a growing incidence of these diseases in Pakistan, adding to the burden on the country’s cash-strapped healthcare facilities. There is another economic price to be paid as ill health also results in a loss of productivity. This problem merits attention and public healthcare initiatives to help those already suffering from obesity-related diseases. More importantly, greater awareness about obesity would lead to a more health-conscious population. Prevention is the key.

