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* Covid-19 “lockdown” has had both positive and negative impacts on food consumption, but
these impacts have been felt differently across the social gradient

Obesity is a significant risk factor for severe complications from Covid-19, including greater risk
of hospitalisation, ICU and death

The Government should urgently address the drivers of obesity in relation to Covid-19, and
ensure adequate support is available and accessible for the most vulnerable

Healthy Weight and Covid-19

The coronavirus pandemic is the defining global
health crisis of our time and has had far-reaching
health, social and economic implications [1]. Covid-
19, a new strain of coronavirus, can cause
pneumonia-like symptoms with those who have
fallen ill having reported to suffer coughs, fever and
breathing difficulties and in severe cases organ failure
[2].

Evidence has identified that people living with
obesity are at a greater risk of developing severe
Covid-19 complications compared to those with a
normal weight [3,4]. Obesity is associated with a
number of underlying health conditions including
diabetes, heart and respiratory disease, a weakened
immune system and reduced lung function, all of
which increase the risk of developing severe Covid-
19 complications [4]. However, there is no data
reporting that people with obesity have a higher risk
of contracting the virus [2].

Currently, 62.3% of adults are experiencing
overweight or obesity in the UK and 1 in 3 children
by the time they reach Year 6 [5,6]. It is unclear how
‘lockdown life" may have further impacted these
figures, but we know that it has led to changes in
people’s eating and exercising habits, with evidence
of increased snacking and online takeaway orders
and a decrease in physical activity, particularly
among children and adolescents [7].

However, the slower pace of life has also had a
positive impact on some individuals, including a
surge in home cooking, baking and gardening. It is
worth remembering that these changes have been
felt differently across the social gradient, with lower
socioeconomic families hit hardest by the social and
economic implications of the pandemic [8].

What does the evidence say?
Challenges

* Research suggests patients with overweight and
obesity who have COVID-19 are at increased risk
for mortality and intubation compared to those
with normal BMI. [3].

* One study suggested 38% of UK adults were
snacking more during lockdown [9].

* 50% of 16-24 year olds used overeating to cope
with depression and anxiety during lockdown
according to one study [10].

* Massive decrease in fruit and vegetable intake
among children on free school meals [11]

* A number of studies have reported a decrease in

physical activity among children  during
lockdown [12,13].
* During early lockdown, panic buying in

supermarkets resulted in less fresh and staple
foods on the shelves and an increased reliance
on long-life, processed foods, with sales of snack
items increasing by 18% [14].

* Just Eat saw a 33% increase in online takeaway
orders, with deliveries for breakfast and desserts
increasing by 50% and 80% [7].

Opportunities for recovery

* lockdown led to a 38% increase in home meals
eaten per week, with more than a fifth of Brits
cooking every meal from scratch, compared to
just one in eight before the lockdown [15].

* A Europe-wide survey suggests that more
people were choosing healthier meals, taking
note of the nutritional value of foods and seeking
out foods with added benefits [16].




Policy context

In July, the Prime Minister announced a new obesity
strategy to “get the nation fit and healthy, protect
themselves against Covid-19 and protect the NHS”
[16]. Measures include a ban on TV and online
adverts for foods high in fat, sugar and salt before
9pm, end of 'buy one get one free’ deals on less
healthy foods and calories to be displayed on
menus to help people make healthier choices when
eating out. Whilst the new measures address some
aspects of the UK’s obesogenic environment, the
Government must tackle the multiple drivers of
obesity using a whole systems approach, not just
through individual responsibility via their new
‘Better Health’ social marketing campaign [17]. It
has been reported that the Prime Minister's own
experience with COVID-19, which was exacerbated
by his weight status, has led to this renewed
commitment on obesity nationally.

Part One of the National Food Strategy has recently
been released, highlighting the impact Covid-19
has had on the UK’s food system and the future
scale of the obesity challenge [18]. The report looks
at diet-related disease and the contribution to the
UK’s high death rate, offering recommendations for
rebuilding a food system post EU exit that delivers
safe, healthy, sustainable and affordable food to
everyone.

Despite significant budget cuts, local authorities
have been working tirelessly to provide healthy and
nutritious food for vulnerable groups, with a
number of ‘food hubs’ being set up in local areas to
support the local food response to COVID-19 [19].

Food aid charities in North-West were awarded

RECOMMENDATIONS

over £541,914 in government funding to help local
people struggling to access food as a result of the
pandemic, resulting in over 740,000 meals
provided for people including the elderly, those
fleeing domestic abuse and those who are
struggling financially [20].

Following unprecedented levels of walking and
cycling during the pandemic, the Government have
launched a £2 billion package to boost greener,
active transport and encourage more people to
choose healthier alternatives when travelling. Pop-
up bike lanes with protected space for cycling,
wider pavements, safer junctions, and cycle and
bus-only corridors will be created in England in the
coming weeks [21].

Our position and what we will do

Research: We will publish the findings of our
parent’s survey with the Children’s Food Campaign
which provides further evidence on how lockdown
life has affected children’s eating habits, and
outlines parent’s priorities as children return to
school.

Policy Change: We will continue to support local
authorities to adopt the Local Authority Declaration
on Healthy Weight, which can help to coordinate a
cross-council commitment to promoting healthy
weight in the local community and keep this on the
agenda.

Resources: We will continue to develop resources
for our COVID-19 Resources Hub, which has
provided support for local authorities in improving
the nutritional content of food parcels distributed
during the pandemic.

* The Government should implement its promises in the new obesity strategy with urgency, and
continue to build on these measures, in order to help build more resilient and healthier
communities.

Local authorities should consider the Local Authority Declaration on Healthy Weight which
provides opportunities to further embed organisational commitments to promoting healthy
weight, food access and keep this as a priority issue.

* The Government should commit to sustainable funding for local authority public health to
ensure that communities have access to healthy and nutritious food locally.

[1]What is Covid-197 (2020) fonline] Available at: hitps://w
[2] Muscogiuri, G., Pugliese, G., Barrea, L., Savastano, S. and Cotao
3] Dhurandhar, N.V., Bailey, D. and Thomas, D., (2015). Interac

w.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/27 /what-s-covid-19
A, {2020). Comentary: Obesity: The "Achilles heel” for COVID-19?. Metabolism-Clinical and Experimental, 106.
n of obesity and infections. Obesity Reviews, 16(12), pp.1017-1029.

4] Sattar, N., Mclnnes, |.B. and McMurray, ].., (2020). Obeslty a isk factor for severe COVID-19 infection: multiple potental mechanisms. C'reulation.
5] NHS. Uwgwtal Adult overweight and obesity (2020} [online] Available at: https://d'q'tal.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publ cations/statistical /statistics-on-cbesity-physical-activity-and-diet/england-2020/ part-3-adult-obesity-copy
61 Public Health England (2020) Fatters and trends in childnood obesiy loniine] Available at: hitps: /. qov.uk/qovernment/ publicatons/child-obesity patterns anc-trends/ patterns-andrends rchilc-obesitynatonal-and-recional-data

7] Lockdown Brits turn to takeaways for at home treats (2020) [online] Available at: https://wwiw just-eat.com/news-and-meda/press releases/locked down-brits-turn-take
8] Poorest hit hardest by pandemic (2020) [online] Avallable at: hitps:/ /v yorkshrepost.co.uk/health/poorest-hithardest-pandemic-bof
9] Oral Health Foundaton (2020) Lockdown lead'ng to ‘nereased snack ng culture [online] Available at: hitps: / /v dentalhealth.org/New
10] You-COPE (2020) Mental health consequencesexperiencesby 16-24 yr olds during first months of lockdown [enl'ne] Avalable at: https:
11] Northumbra University (2020) Decrease in fruit and veg intake in children on free school meals [online] Available at: hitp://newstoonm.northurri p srel

12] Pietrobell’, A., Pecoraro, L., Ferruzzi, A., Heo, M., Fatth, M., Zoller, T., Anton‘azzi, F., Piacentini, G., Fearnbach, S.N. and Heymsfeld, S.B., (2020). Effects of COVID-12 locke
13] Harner, M., Kivimiki, M., Gale, C.R. and Batty, G.D., (2020) Lifestyle r's}
14] Panic buying amid coronavirus fears (2020) [online] Available at: _https:

onomically-and-soca
ciouneadingHo
c il

Ut
i onifesyie behaviours in chichen with obesity Iving 1 Verons, iy 4 fong tud el sic.
109 adults in UK. Brain, Behaviour, and Immunity.
spending-and-why-s-t-a-problem

. “nlammatory mechan'sms, and COVID-1S hospitalizat on: A commun'ty based cohort study of
icodnay Cgator.c am/Artcl \P/ZOZO//"‘/Z//Pan -buy’ HJ amid- CCfChd virus-fears- How -much-are-

15] More than  fifth of people cooking from scratch due to lockdown (2020) lonline] ooking-habts-tesco-a9468221.himl

16]Is coronavirus changing how we eat? (2020} [onlinel Available at: hitps://: at

17] Department for Health and Social Care (2020) Tacking obesty: empon uk/government/ publicat ons/tacklngrobesity-government-strateqy/tackling-obesity-empowering-adults-and-children-tolive-healthier-fives
161 Foa Active: Digeatng Bors fohnson's obesTy stategy (20201 lonle] Avasble at i/ /

191Natonal Food Statedy: Pat One (2020) [oline] Avaable at. s/ s ot nalceceiocs.onc s corient/u
20] Boris Johnson unveils plan for cornmunity hubs across UK (2020) lonline] Avalable at; hitps://ww. independent.c
zw]cOnsewamestzozo) fonline] Available at: hitps://vewe.scottbenton.cra.uk/news/ mp-welcomes pss41914-governm
22] Department for Transport (2020} £2 billion package o create new era for cyclng and walking [onfme] Ava'lable at: hitp:

FOOD
ACT!VE

CP
uk/poliics/ coronavinus bor's johnson-community hub-sef-solation-foodsupply-uk-a8417091 bl
ortsmall-char tes-provding-food-vulnerable-pecple
v.gov.uk/government/news/ 2-billion-package-to-create-new-era-for-cycling-and-walking

www.foodactive.org.uk

@food_active


http://www.foodactive.org.uk/download-resource/food-active-covid-19-free-resources-hub/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/27/what-is-covid-19
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/statistics-on-obesity-physical-activity-and-diet/england-2020/part-3-adult-obesity-copy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-obesity-patterns-and-trends/patterns-and-trends-in-child-obesity-national-and-regional-data
https://www.just-eat.com/news-and-media/press-releases/locked-down-brits-turn-takeaways-home-treats
https://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/health/poorest-hit-hardest-pandemic-both-economically-and-socially-2932959
https://www.dentalhealth.org/News/lockdown-leading-to-increased-snacking-culture-claims-charity
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/child-health/sites/child-health/files/youcope_briefing_mental_health_impact_final_version.pdf
https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2020/03/27/Panic-buying-amid-coronavirus-fears-How-much-are-we-spending-and-why-is-it-a-problem
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-lockdown-uk-cooking-habits-tesco-a9468221.html
https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2020/05/11/Is-coronavirus-changing-how-we-eat
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tackling-obesity-government-strategy/tackling-obesity-empowering-adults-and-children-to-live-healthier-lives
http://www.foodactive.org.uk/blog-digesting-boris-johnsons-obesity-strategy/
https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/NFS-Part-One-SP-CP.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-boris-johnson-community-hub-self-isolation-food-supply-uk-a9417091.html
https://www.scottbenton.org.uk/news/mp-welcomes-ps541914-government-support-small-charities-providing-food-vulnerable-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/2-billion-package-to-create-new-era-for-cycling-and-walking

