Obesity ‘epidemic’ leading to 1.2m deaths a year in Europe, says WHO
Health body issues stark warning as report finds disease causing 200,000 cancer cases a year in
region
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Obesity has reached “epidemic proportions” in Europe, the World Health Organization says, as
a major report shows the disease is causing 200,000 cancer cases and 1.2 million deaths a year.

In the first such study for 15 years, the WHO said overweight and obesity rates had hit deadly levels
and were “still escalating”. No country in the region was on track to meet the WHO global
noncommunicable disease (NCD) target of halting the rise of obesity by 2025, it said.

Across Europe, 59% of adults are overweight or obese as well as 8% of children under five and one in
three children of school age. Obesity prevalence in Europe is higher than in any other part of the
world except the Americas, according to the report presented at the European Congress on Obesity.

“Alarmingly, there have been consistent increases in the prevalence of overweight and obesity in the
WHO European region and no member state is on track to reach the target of halting the rise in
obesity by 2025,” the report said.

Obesity is linked to a string of other diseases, including musculoskeletal complications, type 2
diabetes, heart disease and at least 13 types of cancer. The report said excess body fat led to premature
death and was a leading risk factor for disability.

“Across the WHO European region, obesity is likely to be directly responsible for at least 200,000
new cancer cases annually, with this figure projected to rise in the coming decades,” the report said.
“For some countries within the region, it is predicted that obesity will overtake smoking as the main
risk factor for preventable cancer.”

Of all the countries in the Europe region, the UK ranks fourth for having the most overweight and
obese adults, behind Israel, Malta and Turkey, according to the study. On obesity rates alone, the UK
is third after Turkey and Malta.

Obesity is defined as being very overweight. Having a body mass index (BMI) of 25 to 29.9 is
classified as being overweight, while 30 or above is defined as obese. The report found European men
were more likely to be overweight or obese overall, although more women were living with obesity
(24%) in Europe than men (22%).

People living with obesity had been disproportionately affected by the impact of the Covid-19
pandemic, the report said. There have been unfavourable shifts in food consumption and physical
activity patterns that will have lasting effects on people’s health for many years and will need
significant effort to reverse.

The report said the causes of obesity were more complex than just an unhealthy diet and physical
inactivity. It said that “environmental factors unique to living in modern Europe’s highly digitalised
societies are also drivers of obesity”, such as online marketing of unhealthy food to children, and the
“proliferation of sedentary online gaming”.

Dr Hans Kluge, the WHO regional director for Europe, said reversing the obesity epidemic in Europe
was still possible. “By creating environments that are more enabling, promoting investment and
innovation in health, and developing strong and resilient health systems, we can change the trajectory
of obesity in the region.”

The report called for high-level political commitment to tackling obesity, alongside measures such as

sugar taxes on sugary drinks and subsidies on healthy food. Marketing of unhealthy food to children
must end, it said.
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