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Background:  
On March 1, 2016, the Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology released “Obesity in Canada: 
A Whole-of-Society Approach for a Health Canada”. This report examines the state of obesity in Canada and describes a 
whole-of-society approach to address this important issue.  
 
The senate committee studied the issue between February 2014 and June 2015, hearing expert testimony from a range of 
Canadian and international stakeholders. The report highlights that a diet heavy on processed foods, combined with a lack 
of exercise is negatively health of many Canadians.  A total of 21 recommendations were made in the report to help 
Canadians achieve and maintain healthy weights.  
Report Summary:  
The report warns that rising obesity rates among adults and children are taking an “enormous” toll on the health of 
Canadians with rising rates of diabetes, heart disease and other illnesses. The prevalence of obesity is influenced by the 
proliferation of fast and processed foods; obesogenic environments; confusing nutritional labelling; Canada’s dated food 
guide; and the negative social determinants of health.  
 
The obesity rates over the past thirty years have gone up considerably. Obesity in Canada by the numbers: 

 Canada is among the countries with the highest obesity rates, ranking fifth in the world.  

 61% of Canadian adults are either overweight or obese.  

 33% Canadian children are other overweight or obese.  

 62% of the Canadian diet is made up of processed and ready-to-eat foods.  

 $4.6 to $7.1 billion in direct health care costs and indirect costs associated with obesity.  

 15% of adults are getting the recommended 150 minutes of activity per week.  

 Less than 9% of children and youth are sufficiently active, and the proportion of active kids decreased with age.  
 
The problem is especially severe for Canada’s Indigenous population, where 70% of adults and 62.5% of children under 11 
are either overweight or obese. Type 2 diabetes is three to five times higher among First Nations people compared to the 
general population in Canada. 

 
This report urges the federal government to take aggressive measures to return Canadians to healthy weights. The 
report’s 21 recommendations provide the tools to do so; recommendations include: 
 

RECOMMENDATION DESCRIPTION 

The federal government, in partnership a wide range 
of stakeholders, create and implement a National 
Campaign to Combat Obesity.  

National campaign is to include goals, timelines and annual 
progress reports. 

Design and implement a prohibition on the 
advertising of foods and beverages to children.  

The committee recommends that the federal government 
immediately conduct a thorough assessment of the prohibition 
on advertising food in Quebec, and base their prohibition on that 
assessment.   

Assess the options for taxation levers with a view to 
implementing a new tax on sugar-sweetened and 
artificially-sweetened beverages.   

Fiscal measures that were discussed frequently throughout the 
study were taxation of unhealthy foods and beverages and 
subsidies for healthy foods. Committee urges government to 

http://www.parl.gc.ca/content/sen/committee/421/SOCI/Reports/2016-02-25_Revised_report_Obesity_in_Canada_e.pdf
http://www.parl.gc.ca/content/sen/committee/421/SOCI/Reports/2016-02-25_Revised_report_Obesity_in_Canada_e.pdf


 

 

conduct a study, and report back by December 2016, on 
potential means of increasing the affordability of healthy foods.  

Address the recommendations made by the Auditor 
General with respect to the Nutrition North program.  

 

The Minister of Health immediately undertakes a 
complete revision of Canada’s food guide in order 
that it better reflect the current state of scientific 
evidence. 

Canada’s food guide has been ineffective, the report claims. The 
revised food guide must: be evidence-based; apply meal-based 
principles; describe the benefits of fresh, whole foods; and, 
make strong statements about restricting consumption of highly 
processed foods.  

Amend the food regulations to mandate the use of 
the identified front-of-package approach on foods 
that are required to display a Nutrition Facts table.  

Highly processed foods are being portrayed as healthier choices 
than they really are. The committee recommends a review of 
front-of-package labelling approaches that have been developed 
in other jurisdictions and identify the most effective.  

The Minister of Health, in discussion with stakeholders, should:  
• Encourage improved training for physicians regarding diet and physical activity.   
• Promote the use of physician counselling, including the use of prescriptions for exercise.   
• Bridge the gap between exercise professionals and the medical community by preparing and promoting qualified 
exercise professionals as a valuable part of the health care system and health care team.  
• Address vulnerable populations, such as Canadians of lower socio-economic status including Canada’s Indigenous 
population, and pregnant women.  

 
Observations: 
The report is a progressive step towards addressing the increasingly important issue of obesity. Recommendations are 
broad and vary in nature including a call for regulations, taxation as well as support for health promotion and education 
measures. Several of the recommendations align with the CFPC advocacy on child and youth care from the Red to Green 
report (including ban on advertising and clearer nutritional labels). 
 
Recommendations most relevant to family physicians include: improving training for physicians regarding health 
behaviours, promoting the use of physician counselling, and promoting exercise professions as a part of the health care 
system. These are very much in line with the principles of the Patient’s Medical Home (PMH) that promotes 
comprehensive and preventative whole-person care, including management of health related behaviours and chronic 
care management.   
 
The report highlights the influence of the social determinants of health on obesity in Canada and notes low-income 
Canadians, for example, often rely on unhealthy foods because these items are cheaper and sometimes all that is 
available. The report expresses the importance to addressing the social determinants of health when implementing 
interventions to address obesity and improve health. These recommendations align very well with the CFPC’s Best Advice 
Guide: Social Determinants of Health released in 2014.  
 
The report drafts a high-level road map for federal government. It remains to be seen if concrete action will follow. The 
CFPC continues to monitor the government’s work on this file and will continue to provide advocacy from the family 
medicine perspective. 
 
For further information: 
Sherine Fahmy, Health Policy Analyst  
Health Policy and Government Relations  
(905) 629-0900 ext. 207; sfahmy@cfpc.ca  

http://www.cfpc.ca/uploadedFiles/Health_Policy/_PDFs/CFPC_Red_to_Green_2014_EN.pdf
http://patientsmedicalhome.ca/
http://patientsmedicalhome.ca/resources/best-advice-guide-social-determinants-health/
http://patientsmedicalhome.ca/resources/best-advice-guide-social-determinants-health/
mailto:sfahmy@cfpc.ca




Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		Briefing_Note-Committee_Report_on_Obesity_in_Canada.pdf









		Report created by: 

		



		Organization: 

		







[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found no problems in this document.





		Needs manual check: 2



		Passed manually: 1



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 3



		Passed: 26



		Failed: 0







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Skipped		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Needs manual check		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Skipped		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top



