
 
 
 
 

  Address Health Equalities Group  Charity no. 1110067 

  151 Dale Street, Liverpool, L2 
2JH 

 Company 
no. 

5382971 

  United Kingdom  Email info@foodactive.org.uk 

 

The Rt Hon Boris Johnson MP 

The Prime Minister 
10 Downing Street 
LONDON SW1A 2AA 

19th May 2022 

Dear Prime Minister, 

LOCAL AUTHORITY DIRECTORS OF PUBLIC HEALTH CALL TO PUSH THROUGH MARKETING 
RESTRICTIONS ON LESS HEALTHY FOOD AND DRINK TO REDUCE HEALTH INEQUALITIES AND 
LEVEL UP THE NORTH OF ENGLAND 

As Directors of Public Health based in the North of England, we are concerned to hear that the key pillars of the 
government’s ‘world leading’ National Obesity Strategy have now been delayed, and there is a risk that they may 
not go ahead at all. 

In July 2020 we wrote to you collectively in the wake of the National Obesity Strategy[i], requesting that the 

focus should be on addressing the causes of obesity rather than merely treating the symptoms. We specifically 
called for the introduction of measures to further restrict the marketing of less healthy food and drink on TV and 
online platforms as key drivers of childhood obesity. 

In the following December, your Private Office responded by reassuring us that such measures would be 
introduced in addition to further details of the National Obesity Strategy. Reference was also made to the 
intention of halving childhood obesity and significantly reducing the gap in health outcomes between children 
from the most and least deprived areas by 2030. 

In response to your first promise of halving childhood obesity by 2030, we would like to remind the Government 
that to achieve this goal, UK childhood obesity prevalence will need to fall at an average rate of 4.2% year-on-
year, every year until 2030. Latest data from the National Child Measurement Programme shows that last year, 
on average, obesity prevalence increased by 4.5% in reception and year 6 aged children[ii].  

Concerning the second promise, the North of England faces a significant challenge with obesity and health 
inequalities. Children living in the North of England are more likely to live with obesity than a child elsewhere in 
England. At Year 6, 22.6% of children in the North are living with obesity, compared to 20.5% in the rest of 
England[iii]. These inequalities have only been further exacerbated by the impact of Covid-19[iv]. 

You will, of course, be aware of the link between inequalities in the North and poor health, having referenced this 
in the Levelling Up White Paper which was published only a few months ago. This paper also sets out 
commitments on reducing obesity in our most disadvantaged communities. 

Prime Minister, there has been genuine hope for your government to play its’ part in finally turning the tide on 
obesity. As such, we are now extremely disappointed to see a U-turn on the promises you made, not only to us 
as Directors of Public Health, but to the communities we serve in the North of England. We believe this will 
strongly undermine both your levelling up agenda and National Obesity Strategy. 

Reducing obesity at the environmental level has never been more crucial as recent obesity prevalence data 
shows. We believe this should start with limiting persuasive marketing on TV and online to children and young 
people by the food and drink industry. There is a wealth of evidence which demonstrates the clear link between 
food advertising and food preferences in children[v]. Advertising influences what food children eat[vi] and how 

much they eat, leading them to ‘pester’ parents to buy unhealthy products[vii]. 
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We fully appreciate current concerns about the cost-of-living crisis, and we are having conversations locally on 
how we can best mitigate the impact of this significant problem on our communities. However, we do not believe 
there is any evidence demonstrating that a delay to digital and TV marketing restrictions will in any way alleviate 
the economic burden posed by the cost-of-living crisis. The government first announced it would be considering 
this ban in 2018, and we would therefore argue that the food industry has had ample time to prepare for these 
restrictions. The health of the nation simply cannot wait. 

As local leaders in public health, we cannot solve the complexity of rising levels of overweight and obesity alone, 
and there are factors that influence the health and wellbeing of our communities that are beyond our control. We 
need effective national policies to bolster our local action to improve population health. 

Prime Minister, if you are serious about prioritising children’s health and levelling up the North-South 
divide, you should not walk away from your own obesity strategy now. 

Yours sincerely, the undersigned 

Prof Matthew Ashton, Director of Public Health, Liverpool City Council / Lead Director of Public Health, Food 
Active 

Ian Ashworth, Director of Public Health, Cheshire West and Chester Council 

Wendy Burke, Director of Public Health, North Tyneside Council 

Greg Fell, Director of Public Health, Sheffield City Council 

Tom Hall, Director of Public Health, South Tyneside Council 

Dr Sarah McNulty, Director of Public Health, Knowsley Metropolitan Borough Council 

Dr Ifeoma Onyia, Director of Public Health, Halton Borough Council 

Fiona Phillips, Acting Director of Public Health, City of York Council 

Thara Raj, Director of Public Health, Warrington Borough Council 

Dr Arif Rajpura, Director of Public Health, Blackpool Council 

David Regan, Director of Public Health, Manchester City Council 

Katrina Stephens, Director of Public Health, Oldham Council 
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