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The obesity and diabetes epidemic in Mexico has reached catastrophic dimensions.
One third of children and teenagers are overweight or obese. The same problem affects
seven in ten adults, 14% of who have been diagnosed with diabetes and 40% with
metabolic syndrome. Over the last six years, half a million Mexicans have died of
diabetes. Mortality rates linked to this disease tripled between 1980 and 2005, and
90,000 people annually have one of their limbs amputated. 15% of the national health
budget covers problems created by inadequate diets, and, if the current trend does not
change, this figure will surpass 35% in ten years.2 This situation has been exacerbated
over the last 20 years by the entry into force of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA).3 This allows huge imports of ultra-processed foods with a high
content of sugar, fat and salt, and low in fiber. During the same period the Mexican
Government has encouraged the creation of, and investment in, large food corporations, thus, multiplying their influence and sales.4
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The traditional food culture has been eroded to such an extent that nowadays most
of the calorie intake of preschool children comes from processed foods, and 12%
from bottled beverages.5 Children are exposed to intensive advertising of unhealthy
products, mainly pastries, soft drinks and sweets.6 On average each Mexican consumes
163 liters of soft drinks annually; a figure higher than any other country.7 Breastfeeding, one of the most effective ways of preventing obesity, has dramatically
decreased: 85% of babies less than six months old are fed formula with a high level
of added sugar; sugar levels are particulary high in formulas used after the first six
months of life.8 The promotion of breast milk substitutes is practically unlimited as
producing companies have been allowed to finance and participate, together with
different institutions, in educational activities aimed at mothers and health care
professionals.9
Despite the fact that the Government has expressed concerns regarding
this situation, it has not taken the necessary measures to fulfill its responsibility to
protect the population through effectively regulating the marketing of high caloric
industrialized products flooding the country. Instead, the Government has established
alliances with multinational food corporations within the framework of the National
Crusade against Hunger (Cruzada Nacional contra el Hambre, CNH). This is the
Government’s largest social program and is aimed at the most vulnerable groups.
Its goal is to promote better nutrition and reduce undernutrition, which still affects
18% of children. The Swiss multinational corporation Nestlé cooperates with the
Government in a project called My Sweet Business (Mi Dulce Negocio), under which
15,000 women are trained to prepare and sell desserts door-to-door as a means of
self-employment, and providing nutritional education to the population.10 This is
clearly an action contrary to the fight against obesity and diabetes.
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The CNH also includes the annual transfer of US $322 million of public funds
through 717,000 Without Hunger (Sin Hambre) cards to those living in poverty to
enable them to acquire 15 products. Multinational food corporations produce half of
these products, including soluble coffee, chocolate powder, oat cereals, canned chili
peppers and milk powder.11 With these transfers, the program helps replace local foods
with processed foods, creating huge profits for the companies. So far this initiative
has had little effect on reducing malnutrition.
Large corporations, through the creation of public-private alliances and intense
lobbying efforts in the Mexican Congress, have repeatedly boycotted any attempts to
regulate the marketing of processed foods, especially those targeting children. It was
thus very important that, despite the companies’ efforts to avoid it, the initiative
pushed by the Food Health Alliance12 (Alianza por la Salud Alimentaria) to tax consumption of sugared drinks was approved at the end of 2013. It was also proposed
that the revenue raised with this tax be used to provide drinking water at public
schools, and to prevent and treat chronic diseases. However, the Government’s
response to this has been slow and insufficient. A law banning the sale of soft drinks
in schools was adopted on May 16, 2014. While soft drinks companies tried to appeal
against Congress’s decision, their appeal was eventually overturned.13
Nevertheless, corporations have been successful in influencing the process.
This influence has resulted in the misleading and confusing labeling of foods and
non-alcoholic beverages. Moreover, the industry has actively prevented the commitments in the National Strategy for the Prevention and Control of Overweight,
Obesity and Diabetes from being fulfilled.14 This has been facilitated by the lack of
oversight or sanction mechanisms that would ensure compulsory compliance.
One in three children born in Mexico after 2010 will develop diabetes if the
necessary preventive measures are not implemented.15 The Government of Mexico
must limit the influence that it has unduly granted to large food corporations, as this
is incompatible with its responsibility to protect citizens and ensure their rights.

INSIGHT 12
Encouraging the Consumption of Traditional and National Foods and Beverages
with the Campaign “Healthier Eating as Mexicans Eat”
The consumption of bottled sugared beverages is especially high in indigenous regions
where soft drink companies encourage the consumption of their products by using
monopolistic practices and reducing the price instead of applying the consumption
tax approved by Congress.16 This measure, besides contributing to the increase in
diabetes, promotes the consumption of soft drinks and undermines the consumption
of traditional beverages that have an important cultural and nutritional value.
As a response to this situation, the project Alimente, the Training and Education
Centre of Ecology and Health for Peasants (CCESC) and El Poder del Consumidor have
launched the campaign “Healthier Eating as Mexicans Eat” (Más Sanos Comiendo como
Mexicanos).17 The campaign aims to recover the prestige of, and promote, the
consumption of natural water and traditional Mexican food and beverages, particularly
the pozol, which is a nutritious and refreshing drink produced with maize. The
campaign’s goal is to reduce the consumption of bottled soft drinks by 50% in five
years.
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