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OVERWEIGHT and obesity
are defined as abnormal or
excessive fat accumulation

that presents a risk to health.
According to World Health Or-
ganization (WHO), the issue has
grown to epidemic proportions,
with more than four million peo-
ple dying each year as a result of
being overweight or obese in 2017
according to the global burden of
disease.

Obesity is often measured with
body mass index (BMI) and waist
measurements.

BMI is calculated by dividing a
person’s weight (in kilograms) by
their height (in meters) squared
(commonly expressed as kg/m2).

A healthy BMI is usually be-
tween 18.5 and 24.9.

A BMI between 25 and 29.9 is
considered overweight, while a
BMI of 30 or higher is obese.

A healthy waist measurement
is under 40 inches (102 cm) for
men and under 35 inches (88 cm)
for women.

The latest results from the 2011
STEPs Survey found that since
2002, obesity has risen by 8.5 per
cent with 32.1 per cent of Fijian
adults now classified as obese.

Among adult men, 37 per cent
are overweight and 22.4 per cent
are obese, and among adult wom-
en, 32.7 per cent are overweight
and 42 per cent are obese.

Fijians are also getting wider
around the middle as their aver-
age waist circumference has ris-
en by 4cm in males and 5.2cm in
females.

Compared with people of nor-
mal weight, those who are over-
weight or obese are at greater
risk for many diseases, includ-
ing diabetes, high blood pressure,
cardiovascular (heart and blood
vessels) disease, stroke and many
cancers.

Obesity and cancer
Being overweight does not

mean that someone will definite-
ly develop cancer.

However, if an individual is
overweight, he/she is more likely
to get cancer than if he/she is a
healthy weight.

A person can reduce the likeli-
hoods of getting cancer by losing
weight or avoiding gaining more
weight.

The International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC) as
part of the WHO in 2016 reported
an increased risk of cancer for at
least 13 cancer types [colon can-
cer, esophageal cancer, renal car-
cinoma, uterine cancer, breast
cancer (during and after meno-
pause; also in men), liver cancer,
pancreatic cancer, gall bladder
cancer, ovarian cancer, gastric
cancer, thyroid cancer, multiple
myeloma, and meningioma].

For some of these cancers,
the experts even found a dose-
response relationship, implying
that the risk of cancer increases
with BMI.

According to research from the
American Cancer Society, excess
body weight is thought to be re-
sponsible for about 11 per cent of
cancers in women and about 5 per
cent of cancers in men in the US,
as well as about 7 per cent of all
cancer deaths.

Possible mechanisms how
obesity might increase the risks
of some cancers

Extra fat in the body is active,
sending out signals to the rest of
our body.

It can affect growth, metabo-
lism and reproductive cycles.

These signals can induce cells
to divide more often, which can
lead to cancer.

Fat tissue (adipose tissue) pro-
duces excess amounts of estro-
gen, and high levels of this is as-
sociated with increased risks of
breast, endometrial, ovarian and
some other cancers.

Obese people often have in-
creased blood levels of insulin
and insulin-like growth factor-1
(IGF-1).

High levels of insulin and IGF-1
may promote the development of
colon, kidney, prostate, and endo-
metrial cancers.

Obese people often have chron-
ic low-level inflammation, which
can, over time, cause DNA dam-
age that leads to cancer.

Overweight and obese individu-
als are more likely to have condi-
tions or disorders that are linked
to or that cause chronic local in-
flammation and that are risk fac-
tors for certain cancers.

Fat cells produce adipokines,
hormones that may stimulate or
inhibit cell growth.

Fat cells may also have direct
and indirect effects on other cell
growth regulators.

Altered immune response and
oxidative stress are other possi-
ble mechanisms by which obesity
could affect cancer risk.

The gut microbiomes of obese
people are different from, and
less diverse than, those of non-
obese people.

Imbalances in the gut micro-
biota are associated with inflam-
mation, altered metabolism and
genotoxicity, which may in turn
be related to cancer.

Obesity and cancer burden
A population-based study us-

ing BMI and cancer incidence
data from the GLOBOCAN proj-
ect estimated that, in 2012 in the

US, about 28,000 new cases of can-
cer in men (3.5 per cent) and 72,000
in women (9.5 per cent) were be-
cause of overweight or obesity.

The percentage of cases at-
tributed to overweight or obesity
varied widely for different cancer
types but was as high as 54 per
cent for gallbladder cancer in
women and 44 per cent for esopha-
geal cancer in men.

Another study shows that obe-
sity is the second biggest prevent-
able cause of cancer in the UK —
more than 1 in 20 cancer cases are
caused by excess weight.

Evidence now shows that being
overweight or obese is the cause
for about 5300 cancer cases in
Australia each year.

Our (OHPL) medical records
show that 17.4 per cent of women
and 8.7 per cent of men with vari-
ous cancers are overweight or
obese.

Avoiding weight gain or losing
weight and cancer risk

People who have lower weight
gain during adulthood have lower
risks of colon and kidney cancers
and, for postmenopausal women,
breast, endometrial and ovarian
cancers.

Some of the studies have found

decreased risks of breast, endo-
metrial, colon, and prostate can-
cers among people who have lost
weight.

The follow-up study of weight
and breast cancer found that
for women who were of normal
weight at baseline, gaining more
than 5 per cent of body weight
was associated with increased
breast cancer risk.

Obese people who have bariat-
ric surgery (surgery performed
on the stomach or intestines to
induce weight loss) appear to
have lower risks of obesity-relat-
ed cancers than obese people who
do not have bariatric surgery.

Obesity and cancer survival
Research indicates that obe-

sity may worsen several aspects
of cancer survivorship, including
quality of life, cancer recurrence,
cancer progression and prognosis
(survival).

Cause of obesity in Fiji
Many factors can cause people

to become obese. These include
genetic, hormonal, environmen-
tal, emotional and cultural fac-
tors.

The global burden of disease
study suggests that in Fiji, di-
etary risk factors and lack of ex-

ercise are primary causes.
It seems that Fijians quickly

move away from traditional food
and food collection methods to-
wards convenience packed foods
such as juice, soft drinks, crack-
ers, noodles and fried foods.

These convenience foods have
replaced healthy, Fijian grown
foods.

In fact, only 15 per cent of Fi-
jians are now eating the recom-
mended five servings of fruit and/
or vegetables a day.

Weight management tips
To control weight gain, pay at-

tention to what you eat and how
much you exercise. You should
also make healthy choices about
what you eat and drink. Here are
some tips to help:

q Eat more vegetables, fruits,
lean protein and whole grains.
Some types of food, such as
broth-based soups, also help a
person feel “full” faster;

q Avoid foods and beverages
that are high in sugar, such as
juice and soda;

q Eat and drink only as many
calories as you need to maintain a
healthy weight and support your
level of physical activity; and

q Aim for 30 to 60 minutes per
day of moderate to intense physi-
cal activity on most days. But
even a small increase in physical
activity has benefits.

Suggestions for people
who are overweight or obese
If you are currently overweight

or obese, it is best to start by tak-
ing steps to lose weight through
nutrition and exercise.

Aim to lose 5 per cent to 10 per
cent of your body weight as your
first goal.

Although this amount may
seem small, research shows that
even losing 5 per cent to 10 per
cent of your weight is beneficial.

Most hospitals and health care
organisations have professionals
such as dietitians who can pro-
vide weight management coun-
seling and treatment.

Conclusion
Obesity is on its way to replac-

ing tobacco as the number one
preventable cause of cancer.

Being overweight or obese is
clearly linked to an overall in-
creased risk for many types of
cancer.

The increasing incidence of
obesity is one of the biggest chal-
lenges facing our society’s future
on a global scale.

We need to confront this grow-
ing problem and develop all the
necessary tools to limit its im-
pact. Research suggests that
maintaining a healthy weight is
associated with a lower risk of
cancer and of the cancer return-
ing in survivors.

One of the most important
things you can do to decrease
your cancer risk is maintain a
healthy weight.

At the end of our fight against
cancer, there can be only one —
that one is prevention.
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