
 

30 November 2007 

Rt. Honourable Helen Clark 
Prime Minister 
Parliament Buildings 
Wellington 
 

Dear Miss Clark 

I am writing to express the Obesity Action Coalition’s disappointment in the Government’s weak response 
to the Health Select Committee’s obesity and type 2 diabetes report.  Why is the government so reluctant 
to take strong measures to address the obesity epidemic? And why has the Government rejected the 
advice of experts and those working in the community dealing with the serious consequences of 
overweight and obesity who pleaded with the select committee to deal with this issue now?   

One of OAC’s goals is to improve the diet and overall health of New Zealand children by reducing the 
commercial promotion of foods and beverages to children under 14.  We believe the vital first step is to 
extend the statutory regulations to prohibit all television food and beverage advertising during 
programmes where children make up a significant proportion of the viewing audience.  This would not 
preclude the promotion of healthy eating messages to children through non-commercial social marketing. 

As the previous Director of the Smokefree Coalition, I was involved in the campaign to ban smoking in 
workplaces and am fully aware of the responses of the tobacco and hospitality industries when those 
measures were being considered.  Despite this, the Labour-led Government took a strong and evidence-
based stand, and we now have smokefree bars and restaurants that even smokers agree are more 
pleasant, and safe to visit and work in. 

Sadly, the same strong stand has not been taken to address the barrage of television advertisements 
promoting energy-dense nutrient-poor foods directed at our children every day. In fact, rather than make 
an evidence-based response to this issue, the Government seems to be responding to pressure exerted on 
it by the food and advertising industries.  The government appears more intent on protecting industry’s 
interests rather than children’s health.  

The Government’s response to the advertising of unhealthy foods to children has been to encourage the 
Ministry of Health to work with food and advertising industry groups to find a solution. OAC believes it is 
highly unlikely these industries will agree with anything that will affect their profit margins. Just like the 
tobacco industry, the advertising and food industries are out to make a buck – not to improve people’s 
health. 

You no doubt know about the “scream test”. That’s when you can tell of the likely success, or otherwise, of 
a proposed measure by the degree to which the affected industries protest. If there is no ‘scream’, chances 
are the proposed measure will be ineffective.  

The likely effectiveness of the Government’s response to the obesity and type 2 diabetes report can be 
gauged by the McDonald’s media statement issued on 28 November 2007 entitled “Government’s 
response pragmatic and commonsense”.  



 

McDonalds say:  “We are pleased to see the weighting the government’s response gives to education, 
information and the role of physical exercise in the obesity equation; its insistence that any initiatives 
should be based on sound, empirical evidence, and its acknowledgment that cross-sector, voluntary actions 
work better than legislative or regulatory interventions”. Far from screaming, McDonalds applauds the 
latest moves. 

OAC cannot understand the Government’s weak response to the marketing of unhealthy foods to children. 
There is a growing body of evidence that supports the role of marketing as a small but important 
contributing factor in the child obesity epidemic. This evidence has been ignored in favour of working with 
industry – something that didn’t work with tobacco, and won’t work to reduce obesity and type 2 diabetes. 

It was also very disappointing to hear Margie Apa, Deputy Director-General  Sector Capability and 
Innovation and Director, Change and Development quoted as saying on a Checkpoint interview (27 
November) that “heavy handed responses like regulation are not needed”.  We hope that doesn’t mean a 
decision has already been made not to regulate against the advertising of unhealthy foods to children.   

The new Public Health Act which is due to have it first reading in the house this week also suggests the 
government is not taking obesity seriously. All the clauses which were in earlier drafts which would have 
enabled government to take urgent legislative action have been removed  

Banning the television advertising of unhealthy foods and beverages to children may seem like a big call; 
but five years ago, so did banning smoking in bars. Like the strong tobacco control measures taken by this 
Government, a strong response to food advertising would have benefits for the health of all New 
Zealanders. 

While the Government may have avoided the ‘nanny state’ label on this one, the result is we now have the 
food industry in charge of the nursery. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

Leigh Sturgiss 
Executive Director 
Obesity Action Coalition 
 

CC:  Hon. David Cunliffe, Minister of Health 
        Hon. Damien O’Connor – Associate Minister of Health 
 
 
The Obesity Action Coalition aims to reduce the prevalence and impacts of obesity in New Zealand by 
promoting changes in the physical, social and legislative environments that make it easier for people to 
maintain a healthy weight. 


