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Opening statement 

Prof Cecily Kelleher, College Principal in UCD College of Health and Agricultural Sciences and 
Professor of Epidemiology and Public Health, UCD School of Public Health, Physiotherapy and 
Sports Science. 

I would like to thank the Chairman and the Committee for the opportunity to present current 
research evidence on childhood obesity from the National Nutrition Surveillance Centre. 

Before I present a summary of recent findings I would like to provide you with some background to 
the Centre and our role in addressing childhood obesity in Ireland.  

The National Nutrition Surveillance Centre (NNSC) has been in existence since 1991 and has a track 
record of providing robust surveillance and scientific data to colleagues in the research community 
and to policy makers. Towards the end of the last century, the increasing prevalence of overweight 
and obesity in adults led to concerns over similar trends in the childhood population. In 2005, the 
World Health Organisation’s Regional Office for Europe issued recommendations and guidelines for 
regular collection of data on weight, height, and waist and hip circumference in children worldwide. 
In the same year, the Department of Health published the report of the National Taskforce on 
Obesity and recommended the development of a national database of growth measurements for 
children and adults that would allow for monitoring of prevalence trends in underweight, normal 
weight, overweight and obesity. In 2008 the Department of Health and the Health Service Executive 
commissioned the NNSC to commence this surveillance work, called COSI (Childhood Obesity 
Surveillance Initiative), among primary school children in the Republic of Ireland. COSI was repeated 
in 2010, 2012 and most recently in 2015 and this data enables us to look at trends over time in our 
childhood population. The next COSI round will take place in autumn 2018. 

Key Findings (Bel-Serrat S et al, 2017): 

 The prevalence of overweight and obesity in first class children appears to be stabilising overall. 

 The prevalence of overweight and obesity was significantly higher in girls than in boys across all 
rounds. 

 A reduction in the prevalence of overweight and obesity in non-disadvantaged schools was 
apparent. 

 Overweight and obesity rates in 2015 in disadvantaged schools were the lowest compared with 
previous rounds. 

 Older children (8 years and over), also show a stabilisation in overweight and obesity 
prevalence 

 Older girls were more overweight and obese than older boys.  

 Disadvantaged schools had a higher prevalence of overweight and obesity in comparison with 
children in non-disadvantaged schools. 

 The prevalence in disadvantaged schools appears to increase as children grow up.  

https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/our-priority-programmes/heal/heal-docs/cosi-in-the-republic-of-ireland-findings-from-2008-2010-2012-and-2015.pdf


Targets 

 Clear targets have been set out by the Government in the Obesity Policy and Action Plan 
published in 2016. 

 A sustained downward trend in the prevalence of overweight and obesity of 0.5% per annum. 

 A reduction of 10% in the gap between in obesity levels between the highest and lowest 
socioeconomic groups. 

Strategies 

Tackling obesity requires a multi-level and cross sectoral approach as outlined in the original 

National Taskforce on Obesity (2005). Schools are just one of many settings which need to 

implement strategies to address the determinants of overweight and obesity in children. 

Within the school setting we need to consider what is feasible to change. As part of a pan-European 

project which collated evidence on the determinants and diet and physical activity (DEDIPAC) we 

have a better understanding of the determinants which are more easily modifiable and those which 

might have a greater population effect. 

Policies to support healthy nutrition environment in schools 

Evidence from COSI shows that Irish schools are making progress in improving the school 

environment. Key indicators include provision of milk and water, non-provision of sugar sweetened 

beverages, sweet snacks and salted snacks. Provision of fruit and vegetables is the one area that 

requires improvement. 

Other on-going NNSC research  

 School Meals Programme – Evaluation of the implementation of Nutrition Standards for School 
Meals (launched in 2017) in DEIS schools. 

 Healthy Vending Machines in the HSE Hospitals – Evaluation of adherence to policy, which aims 
to promote healthier food environments. 

 We also participate in the HRB-funded Centre for Health and Diet Research. As part of this, the 
Lifeways Cross-generational Cohort Study is a longitudinal birth cohort project that uniquely 
includes three generations of the same family. The study aims to determine health status, diet 
and lifestyle of the mother, father, child and grandparents and to establish patterns and links 
across generations. The study commenced in 2001 and participants have been followed up to 
2018 with plans to conduct a follow-up the now adolescent children and their families. 

 

 


