Food Security and Obesity
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In the past decade, the prevalence of obesity grew rapidly in North America. According to Statistics Canada, 30% of Americans age 18 or older were obese in 2002. In comparison, 23% of Canadian adults were considered obese in 2005,
 nearly double the figure from 25 years ago. Child and adolescent obesity also show a rapid upward trend. In 2004, 26% of Canadian children and adolescents were overweight or obese, and 8% of these were obese (compared to 10% in US). 

In Canada as in the USA, obesity has become a growing health concern. Obesity can lead to a complex range of diseases including diabetes, hypertension, osteoarthritis, certain types of cancer, and heart disease. It is now identified as the second leading preventable cause of death after cigarette smoking
. Beside low physical activity, lack of education, and overeating, food insecurity is also a cause of obesity. Many recent research studies found that people who are food insecure are more likely to be obese
 . Children from food insecure families also have greater chance to be obese in later life
. 

Food security is said to exist when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life
. In Canada, 9.2% of households experienced moderate or severe food insecurity in 2004
. The percentage varies among provinces: Alberta, British Columbia, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland had higher prevalence of food insecurity. 

How does food insecurity lead to obesity? The link between food insecurity and obesity is multi-faceted, and strongly linked to lack of income. People in food insecure households tend to consume less healthy foods, which are usually more expensive. According to Dietitians of Canada’s research in British Columbia, it costs an average of $715 a month to purchase a healthy food basket for a family of 4
. In large cities such as Vancouver, the cost is as high as $796. In comparison, energy dense foods are less expensive. The majority of food insecure households have low (49.3%) to low-middle income (29.1%). With a limited amount of money, food insecure households prefer to buy large amount of cheaper energy-dense food which are filling but have little nutrition benefit rather than a small amount of healthy foods which cannot feed the entire family. The continuous consumption of these calorie-dense, low-nutrient, processed convenience foods reinforces an unhealthy eating pattern and contributes to obesity in the long term
. 

Prevalence of food insecurity in Canada, by province
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Another factor connecting food insecurity and obesity is inaccessibility of nutritious foods. In some communities, simple lack of physical access prevents people from purchasing sufficient amount of fresh nutritious foods. Many aboriginal people live in isolated communities; 57% of First Nations people live in reserve communities and 12% of these reserves are located in place without year-round road access
. Almost all Inuit communities are isolated. In these communities, most foods are shipped from southern Canada and the choices of food are limited. Fresh nutritious foods are more costly to ship so their prices are very high. Highly-processed foods are lighter in weight, and do not require refrigeration or careful handling to prevent bruising, and are therefore cheaper. The poor food choices available in these communities lead to a high rate of obesity in aboriginal people
.

Research also suggests that people who live in food insecure households have less motivation to purchase healthy food as they may not have the skill to prepare the fresh nutritious food properly
. As a result, people are more likely to buy convenience foods, frozen foods, fast foods, and other food items that link to obesity.

There are actions which will begin to combat the impact of food insecurity which can be taken at every level of governance. In the short term, the most effective way to fight food insecurity is to reduce poverty and increase food insecure households’ income. This means that government policy should place more emphasis on poverty reduction. Job seeking assistance programs should be set up to help people who rely on income assistance to find better paid jobs. The provincial minimum wage also needs to be adjusted to a level which matches the realistic living costs in the province. 

In addition, strategies to support the access of low income families to safe and healthy food need to be initiated. At the community level, more resources should be provided to provide information and skills for people on low incomes about healthy eating. Such programs can be provided by community dietitians who have information about available nutrition benefit programs and food resources. More effective school food programs can also ensure children who are from food insecure families eat sufficient nutritious foods.

However, if food insecurity and the health problems such as obesity which are linked to food insecurity are to be overcome, community food security must be the goal, rather than attempts to change individual behaviour. Attention must also be paid to ensuring security of the food supply through emphasis on local food provision, including traditional food practices such as hunting, gathering, and fishing as well as low-impact agriculture. 

Many people propose policies that would limit advertising of 'junk' foods to children, and ensure that the infrastructure for local food processing and distribution is given both financial and regulatory support.

  There is also a need for further research on the ways in which food insecurity is linked to obesity in order to develop long-term and effective policies and to reduce both food insecurity and obesity. 
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