Poor diet is causing
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With the recently released
World Obesity Atlas placing
India second globally after
China in childhood obesity,
nutrition scientist Zeeshan
Ali warned that the crisis
could worsen sharply if left
unchecked.

Speaking to The Hindu,
Dr. Ali, from the Physicians
Committee for Responsible
Medicine in Washington
DC, said India could also
see a steep rise in paedia-
tric chronic diseases that
were traditionally associat-
ed with adults.

The report states that
more than 41 million chil-

dren (aged 5-19) in India
have a high body mass in-
dex (BMI), including about
14 million living with obesi-
ty. The number is project-
ed to rise to 56 million by
2040, driven by poor diets,
high consumption of sug-
ary drinks, and low physi-
cal activity.

Packaged meals

pr. Ali blamed rapid urban-
isation for these trends
vyhich is causing a nutrii
tional transition in the
country, wherein tradition-
al diets rich in plant foods
are being replaced by res-
taurant meals and pack-
aged foods high in refined
carbohydrates, added su-
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gars, and unhealthy fats.

«Another complexity is
the coexistence of under-
nutrition and overnutrition
within the same popula-
tion. This doesn't just
mean that high rates of
hunger and stunting exist
alongside a rapid surge in
obesity. It also means that
children and adults across
various socioeconomic
groups are often meeting
or exceeding the caloric re-
quirement,” he said, ad-
ding that the issue requires
action at the policy; socioe-
conomic, and household
levels. :

«Qpe way to 1mprove
children’s health is to re-
emphasise indigenous
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foods and replace refined
oils, saturated fats, and
empty calories (food hav-
ing little to no nutrients)
that are becoming more
common in modern diets.”

The World Obesity Fed-
eration, which released the
report, noted that more
than 200 million school-
age children globally (aged
5-19) are living with over-
weight and obesity, con-
centrated in just 10 coun-
tries, including India.

Long-term issues

Dr. Ali cautioned that ex-
cess weight developed in
childhood often continues
into adulthood.

“They will also have a
higher likelihood of deve-
loping conditions such as
type 2 diabetes, hyperten-
sion, cardiovascular dis-
ease, and metabolic dys-
function-associated steat-
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ofic liver disease (MASLD),”
he said.

He cautioned that even
before adulthood, children
with excess body weight
may develop reduced inst*
lin sensitivity and distur-
bances in lipid metabo-
lism, which can affect
puberty (early menarche in
girls and potential changes -
in pubertal iming in boys),
hormonal health, and long-
term health trajectories.

Beyond physical health,
childhood and adolescent
obesity also carries signifi-
cant psychosocial conse-
quences, including stigma,
reduced self-esteem, amn
social challenges during
formative years, he added.
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