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SEMINAR 
OBJECTIVES

1. Disseminate Chile’s nutrition law (Ley sobre Composición Nutricional de los 
Alimentos y su Publicidad).

2. Share experiences regarding regulation in healthy food environments among 
countries of the region. 

3. Share lessons learned in regulatory processes to implement healthy food 
environments.

4. Generate commitment of support between countries of the region in order to 
promote healthy food environments.



Concept Note 

1. Background

The Sustainable Development Goals, approved in 2015, call for the end of malnutrition in all its forms and for everyone be-
fore the year 2030. Countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have made significant progress in reducing malnutrition 
within the last few years. However, a concurrent increase in overweight and obesity in adults and children has been observed. 
Both issues of nutritional deficiency and excess coexist within the same communities, families, and individuals.

The most direct effects of malnutrition by excess manifest in the health of people, increasing the risk of illnesses associa-
ted to overweight; that is, increasing the incidence of non-communicable diseases as well as the probability of mortality 
as a result of these. Even when the health effects are of slow progression but long duration, chronic illnesses associated to 
malnutrition by excess constitute the main cause of mortality and morbidity worldwide. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 
cardiovascular diseases are the leading cause of death, although there are marked differences between different countries 
(WHO, 2010).

The prevalence of obesity amongst nursing babies and small children is increasing across countries, and the fastest rises 
occur in countries of low and medium incomes. The number of obese or overweight children increased worldwide, from 31 
million in 1990 to 42 million in 2015.

The determinants of obesity and chronic diseases associated with malnutrition constitute factors operating at different 
levels, from great scale sociocultural and economic processes to more immediate causes that influence the body’s energy 
balance1,2. The most important factors that promote weight gain and obesity, as well as linked chronic diseases, are the high 
consumption of products with low nutritional value and high in energy, sugar, saturated fats and salt; the intake of sugary 
drinks; and insufficient physical activity. All of these factors are components of an obesogenic environment, which maintains 
the obesity epidemic on the rise.

In order to successfully control obesity, it is necessary to correct obesogenic environments and address vital issues present 
at different times of the life cycle, by means of coordinated multisectoral action and corresponding accountability.

It is necessary to empower children and families to choose healthier food products and to take part in physical activities. 
However, children will not be able to acquire the necessary knowledge to make these decisions if they receive contradictory 
messages from mass media advertising and within the spaces where they gather. Governments should actively participate in 
protecting children and citizens by promoting regulations, establishing a fixed calendar for achieving set goals and sanctio-
ning in cases of noncompliance. Voluntary approaches and self-regulation can hinder advances if they are used to hold back 
the proclamation of an effective regulation. In order to be able to adopt healthy habits, all members of society must have 
access to healthy food. Additionally, disadvantaged children, who are at greater risk of suffering from obesity, must fully par-
ticipate in the different interventions (WHO Assembly, 2017). Scientific evidence and different international organizations 
(FAO, WHO, PHAO, UN, among others) recommend the implementation of frontal labeling which is easily understood, as well 
as advertising restrictions of food directed at children and adolescents, in order to fight obesity and other chronic diseases 
by improving food environments.

Food environments refer to the combination of all different food activities and types of food available to people in their daily 
lives. In other words, food found in supermarkets, small retail shops, fresh produce markets, farmer’s markets, sales carts, co-
ffee shops and tea houses, school cafeterias, restaurants, at home and other places where people buy, prepare and consume 
foods, as well as all activities associated with eating. A healthy food environment ensures that healthy and nutritional foods 
are available, affordable, acceptable and desireable for everyone.

1 Impacto social y económico de la malnutrición. Modelo de análisis y estudio piloto en Chile, el Ecuador y México, Comisión Económica para América 
Latina y el Caribe, CEPAL 2017.
2 Plan de Acción para la Prevención de la Obesidad en la Niñez y la  Adolescencia. 53o Consejo Directivo, 66a Sesión del Comité Regional de OMS para 
las Américas. Washington, DC: OPS, 2014.



In Chile, more than 60% of the population is overweight according to the National Health Survey 2010. Every hour a person 
dies in Chile because of obesity, as evidenced in a study of disease burden MINSAL (PUC 2007). This problem begins early in 
childhood. More than 10% of children under the age of 6 (MINSAL, 2016) suffers from obesity. If we add overweight to these 
numbers, more than 50% are malnourished by excess, which makes this condition the main public health concern for the 
country.

The principal cause of obesity are bad eating habits. The National Survey of Food Consumption 2010 shows that 95% of the 
population need to make important changes in their diets. The eating habits as well as the current nutritional state of Chi-
leans are determined by multiple factors. Among these the most influential factor is the environment, or food environment; 
that is, the combination of socio-demographic, cultural and economic factors that affect the way people live, such as the 
availability and access to food, the eating habits of the country and its different cultures, the marketing and advertising of 
food, among others.

In this context, Chile has developed comprehensive, structural as well as individual policies which address the issue of obesi-
ty and chronic diseases from different perspectives. An example of this is Law 20.606 regarding the Nutritional Composition 
of Food and its Advertising (sobre la Composición Nutricional de los Alimentos y su Publicidad).

Law 20.606, which went into effect on June 27th, 2016, specifically aims to protect the child population. As such:

• This law improves available information in nutritional labels, aiding the selection of healthy foods by incorporating 
a mandatory frontal warning label “ALTO EN” (HIGH IN) calories, saturated fats, sugar and sodium.

• The law also restricts advertising of “HIGH IN” foods aimed at children under 14 years of age.

• This law ensures that healthy foods are available within educational establishments, forbidding the sale, promotion 
and free handouts of unhealthy foods (HIGH IN) within these establishments.

This new regulation presents important challenges in achieving the proposed goals, such as: educating about how to read the 
new nutritional warning labels and to successfully integrate it within grocery shopping decisions and family nutrition plan-
ning; involve the education community and educational and municipal establishment authorities to comply with the terms 
of the Law; monitoring and regulating the compliance of all aspects of the Law; inciting the modification of the nutritional 
content of food products, lowering levels of calories, sugars, saturated fats and sodium, as well as modifying the advertising 
content of foods “HIGH IN” so that it is not aimed at children under 14 years of age.

Chile’s prominence has contributed to the formulation of PAHO’s Plan of Action for the Prevention of Obesity in Children and 
Adolescents, which gathers the commitment Member States and which has position the Region as a world leader in taking 
action to prevent obesity and other effects of unhealthy eating habits. As well as being aligned to PAHO’s Plan of Action, the 
process of implementation for Law 20.606 has become a reference for the Region and indeed the entire world. 

Taking all of this into consideration, the Chilean Government and the Vice-Presidency of the Senate, along with the collabo-
ration and support of PAHO, FAO and UNICEF, will organize this International Conference to celebrate attained goals, maintain 
progress, share changes and experiences and to continue to inspire other countries in making progress regarding the regu-
lation of healthy food environments.


