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1.  What is National Nutrition and National Obesity Weeks?  
 
National Nutrition Week (NNW) started in the 1990s after the national Department of Health was approached by 
the Association for Dietetics in South Africa (ADSA). It was agreed that it is important for nutrition messages to be 
included in the department’s Health Awareness Calendar. It was then decided that the National Nutrition Week 
(NNW) would precede World Food Day which is on the 16 October, and so from then onwards National Nutrition 
Week has been celebrated annually from the 9 to 15 October. National Obesity Week (NOW) is celebrated 
annually from 15 to 19 October. In 2016, in view of the high obesity rates in the country, it was decided to use the 
same theme during both NNW and NOW (9 to 19 October) to create awareness about the importance of healthy 
eating, the prevention and control of overweight and obesity. The key message therefore speak to both of these 
important weeks on the health calendar. 

2.  Why is good nutrition important?  
 
Good nutrition, in other words eating healthily, is a key component of a healthy lifestyle. Healthy eating and 
physical activity can help one to achieve and maintain a healthy weight; and reduce the risk of non-communicable 
diseases (NDCs) like diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease and cancer. The risk starts in childhood and 
builds up throughout life. The concept of optimising nutrition in the first 1 000 days (the period from conception to 
the first two years of life) is important for the prevention of over- and under-nutrition. Therefore, good nutrition 
promotes overall health. 

3. What does it mean to be overweight or obese?  
 
A body weight that is higher than what is considered a healthy weight for a given height, indicates overweight or 
obesity. Body mass index, or BMI, is used as a screening tool for overweight or obesity in adults. The BMI is a 
person's weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in metres, i.e. BMI = kg/m2. If you are an adult and 
your BMI is: 
 less than 18.5, it falls in the underweight range 
 18.5 to <25, it falls within the normal range 
 25 to <30, it means you are overweight 
 30 or higher, it means you are obese 
 35 or higher, it means you are severely obese 
 
A child under five years, whose weight-for-length/height as indicated on the Road-to-Health Booklet, is above two 
standard deviations (SD) is considered to be overweight. If the weight-for-length/height is above three SD, the 
child is considered to be obese.  A child between five and 19 years, whose BMI-for-age is above one SD is 
overweight and if the weight-for-age is above two SD, the child is obese.   

4. To what is extent is overweight and obesity a problem in the country?  
 
Obesity is one of the major public health concerns facing South Africans, and its impact and cost extends to 
individuals, families, communities, the health service and society as a whole. The number of people within South 
Africa who are overweight or obese has been rising over the past few decades.  
 
According to the 2016 South African Demographic and Health Survey and the 2012 South African Health and 
Nutrition Examination Survey (SANHANES): 

 68 per cent of women and 31 per cent of men are overweight/ obese 
 20 per cent of women and three per cent of men are severely obese 
 13.3 per cent of children younger than five years are overweight/ obese 
 14.2 per cent of children between the ages of six and 14 years are overweight/ obese  
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5.   What is the theme of this year’s nutrition and obesity weeks?  
 
The theme for this year is:  Make Eating Whole Foods a Way of Life 

6.  What are the objectives of this year’s nutrition and obesity weeks? 
 
The objectives of National Nutrition Week and National Obesity Week 2019 is to:  
(i) emphasise the health benefits of making healthy whole food choices from a variety of mostly plant-based 

foods such as vegetables and fruit, legumes and preferably minimally processed starchy foods 
(ii) highlight the difference between ultra-processed and whole foods 
(iii) encourage caregivers to plan and prepare healthy meals and snacks instead of eating out frequently and/or 

buying snacks or ready-to-prepare meals 
(iv) provide information on how to understand food labels in order to make healthy choices when buying food 

7.  What does ‘whole foods’ mean? 
 
Whole foods are foods that: 
 have not been refined  
 have been processed as little as possible (i.e. minimally processed) 
 are eaten in its natural state 
 
This includes unprocessed food, such as the edible parts of plants (for example fruits and vegetables) or 
minimally processed food, when the inedible or unwanted part of the food removed, (such as oats, brown rice and 
legumes). Both these options should not have added salt, sugar, and/or oils/fats an infrequently contain additives 
to preserve the properties of the original food.  

8.  What are ultra-processed foods and drinks?  
 
Ultra-processed foods have been refined/ processed to the point that they contain very little or none of the original 
nutrients and typically consist of five or more ingredients (such as sugar, oils, fats, salt, anti-oxidants, stabilisers, 
preservatives and additives). They need all these additional ingredients to imitate sensory qualities of 
unprocessed/ minimally processed foods or to disguise undesirable sensory qualities of the final product.   
Typical examples include: 
 sugary drinks 
 sweet or savoury packaged snacks 
 ice-cream, chocolate, sweets, (confectionery) 
 ready to heat products including pre-prepared pies and pasta and pizza dishes 
 poultry and fish ‘nuggets’ and ‘sticks’ 
 sausages, burgers, hot dogs, polony and other reconstituted meat products 
 powdered and packaged ‘instant’ soups, noodles and desserts  
 mass-produced packaged breads and buns 
 margarines and spreads 
 cookies (biscuits), pastries, cakes, and cake mixes 
 breakfast ‘cereals’, ‘cereal’ and ‘energy’ bars 
 ‘energy’ drinks; sweetened and flavoured milk drinks, ‘fruit’ yoghurts and ‘fruit’ drinks; cocoa drinks 
 meat and chicken extracts  
 ‘instant’ sauces 
 infant formulas, follow-on milks, other baby products 
 ‘health’ and ‘slimming’ products 

 



National Department of Health                                   NNOW 2019: Final Questions and Answers                                     Page 5 of 9 

 

9.  How does processed food differ from ultra-processed food? 
 
Processed foods still resemble the original food item. In these cases, the processing is necessary to increase the 
convenience or durability of the original food, or to modify/ enhance their sensory qualities. Processed foods are 
made by adding sugar, oil, salt or other ingredients to the unprocessed/ minimally processed foods. Most 
processed foods have only two or three ingredients.  
 
A good example includes tinned beans. Whilst it is possible to buy and prepare dried beans, the time and effort it 
takes to soak and cook them is substantial. If you buy tinned beans, all you need to do is open the tin and drain 
the brine off. In many cases, the effort of preparing food can put you off making a healthy meal. This is where 
including some processed foods in your diet can be helpful, because if something takes too much time and effort - 
we may not include these foods in our diet regularly and thus miss out on their healthful properties.  
 
Typical examples are canned or bottled vegetables, fruits and legumes (like the beans), salted or sugared nuts 
and seeds, canned fish, fruits in syrup, cheeses and unpackaged freshly made breads. 
 
Please refer to Question 8 for information about ultra-processed foods. 

10. How do ultra-processed foods and drinks contribute to overweight, obesity and disease? 
 
Ultra-processed foods have been modified to the point where they no longer resemble the food from which they 
originate. To help these products taste better, additional fat and/or sugar and/or salt have been added, which 
when consumed in large quantities, can cause an excessive intake of energy (as both fat and sugar are energy 
dense) and can thus contribute to unwanted weight gain. High salt consumption is associated with deaths from 
hypertension and cardiovascular diseases, particularly stroke. 
 
In addition to this, people often replace healthful foods with ultra-processed foods and thus nutrient dilution occurs 
(where the person’s diet is sufficient in energy, but low in essential nutrients thus leading to potential nutrient 
deficiencies). When this happens frequently it can be detrimental to a person’s health. Unfortunately, ultra-
processed foods and drinks are formulated to be very tasty, so people often consume these foods regularly and/ 
or in large quantities.  
 
 
11. What diseases are linked to the consumption of ultra-processed foods and drinks? 
 
The regular consumption of ultra-processed foods and drinks is linked to non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 
such as diabetes, heart disease and breast cancer. Research has shown that even just one additional serving of 
ultra-processed food daily has been found to increase the risk of death from NCDs by 18 per cent. 

12. Does it mean one may not eat any ultra-processed food at all? 
 
These foods should be eaten sparingly (i.e. only occasionally and in small amounts). Ultra-processed foods 
should not replace the consumption of fresh whole foods on a regular basis.  

13. Why are so many ultra-processed food and drink choices available? 
 
The consumption of ultra-processed foods and drinks have increased across the world together with an increase 
in overweight and obesity. Many of us lead rushed and busy lifestyles and to accommodate this lifestyle, food 
manufacturers have created ready-to-eat meals that need little or no heating. These ready-made meals, although 
convenient, are often not healthful (as explained above). They are also often perceived to be cheaper than whole 
foods, however, with a little preparation, wholefoods can go a long way and in the long run will be cheaper and 
healthier than their read-made counterparts.  
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14. What are the benefits of whole (i.e. unprocessed or minimally processed) foods? 
 
Whole foods are low in added sugar, fat and salt and because only the inedible or unwanted parts of the food are 
removed through processing, these foods are naturally higher in vitamins, minerals and fibre. Eating mostly whole 
foods on a regular basis, can therefore help to prevent unwanted weight gain as well as the development of NCDs 
and deaths from these diseases. 
 
 
15. You have been talking about whole foods – what about drinks? 
 
Your first drink of choice should be water. The South African Food Based Dietary Guidelines state that you 
should: ‘Drink lots of clean, safe water everyday’. Choose clean water to drink first. Low fat or fat free milk (with 
the exception of children who should drink full cream milk), unsweetened tea and coffee may be used as 
alternatives. Limit sugar-sweetened beverages, including sweetened fruit juices. 
 
Sugary drinks are drinks that are sweetened with various forms of added sugars. Examples include fizzy drinks, 
teas or coffees (when adding sugar), flavoured waters, flavoured milk, drinking yoghurt and sport and energy 
drinks. Fruit juices have a similar energy and sugar content as drinks that have added sugar and are therefore 
regarded as sugary drinks.  
 
 
16. Tips to include more whole foods regularly: 
 
 Enjoy a variety of food.  This means that most (nearly 80 per cent) of what we eat should consist of a 

variety of plant-based food such as vegetables, fruit, legumes, nuts and seeds, and whole-grains, i.e. 
grains that are minimally processed.  

 Eat plenty of vegetables and fruit every day, i.e. more than five portions of vegetables and fruit combined 
per day from a variety of vegetables and fruit. 

 Include dry beans, peas, lentils and soya regularly in meals. 
 When choosing packaged food, always read food labels to check what is in your food. 
 Plan and prepare healthy home meals rather than buying ready-to-eat food/meals/ snacks. 
 
 
17.  Tips to include more vegetables and fruit regularly: 
 
 Try to eat vegetables (e.g. raw, cooked, in a soup) every day, and not only on weekends.  
 Indigenous vegetables and fruit are good sources of vitamins and minerals and should be included where 

possible. 
 Add extra vegetables to recipes such as stews, curries, stir-fries, salads, soups or with starchy dishes like 

brown rice or whole-wheat pasta dishes or to egg dishes (scrambled eggs or omelettes). 
 Snack on fresh fruit or fresh vegetables (such as sliced carrots, cucumbers, tomatoes or even shredded 

cabbage) between meals (or add them to your lunchbox) and get the kids to do this as well.  
 Prepare vegetables and fruit with little (if any) added fat, sugar and salt.  
 If you find it difficult to eat a variety of vegetables, you can increase your portion of one vegetable (i.e. more 

is better if you cannot have many).  
 Remember that children are more likely to enjoy eating vegetables when they have eaten a variety from an 

early age (i.e. from six months when you start with complementary feeding) and when they see their 
parents enjoying vegetables (so time to lead by example).  
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18.  Tips to prepare beans, peas, lentils and soya more easily: 
 
 As canned foods have a higher salt (sodium) content, if you choose to use canned beans, peas and lentils 

for convenience, they should be rinsed before you eat/cook with them.  
 Soaking beans and chickpeas overnight in plenty of water will reduce cooking time and help to reduce 

bloating (however do not cook using the soaking water).  
 Use a large enough pot and cover with enough water as they increase two to three times their raw size. 
 Try not to cook dry beans, peas or lentils together as each has its distinct cooking time. These foods should 

be thoroughly cooked until they are tender and drained well. 
 Add seasonings such as bay leaves, onion, garlic and/or pepper corns when cooking, but leave salt, acidic 

foods and condiments, such as tomatoes, lemon juice and vinegar until after cooking as it can harden 
beans.  

 Save energy by using a wonderbag or haybox to cook dry beans, peas and lentils. Microwaving does not 
reduce cooking time. 

19.  How can one plan and prepare home meals instead of buying ready-to-prepare food/meals/snacks 
or eating out regularly? 

 
 Create a menu plan for the week ahead for breakfast, lunch and supper. When drawing this up, try your 

best to be realistic. If you only have 20 minutes to prepare a meal, then do not choose a recipe that is 
complicated. 

 Compile a shopping list as a reminder to choose healthy food and to stick to the food budget and stick to it 
to avoid buying unplanned food. 

 Draw up a budget for food. When you go shopping, have an amount that you want to spend in mind and do 
your best to stick to it. A good idea is to look at past receipts as a starting point to guide you.  

 Following a recipe can help you get comfortable with the basic steps of a recipe or to prepare food (see the 
National Nutrition Week website www.nutritionweek.co.za for some delicious recipes). 

 Plan to use leftovers for a few breakfasts, lunches or dinners throughout the week to reduce time spent in 
the kitchen. 

 Include foods in meal plans that are mostly plant-based, i.e. vegetables, fruit, legumes and preferably 
minimally processed starchy foods. 

 If you have the capacity, double the amounts when preparing regularly eaten foods such as brown rice or 
dry beans/peas/lentils. You can also do the same with your favourite family recipes so that these leftovers 
can be eaten on the other days of the week or can be frozen or rethawed when needed.  

 Practice portion control when serving meals or packing lunch boxes for school or work.  
 Involving children in food preparation (maybe by asking them to read the recipe out loud or mix ingredients) 

is not only a fun thing to do, but also a great way to teach them healthy eating habits. 
 Make meals a time of sharing and being together as a family – try to eat at least one meal per day together, 

preferably at the table. 
 
 
20.  Food is expensive. What can I do to save costs but still be able to prepare healthy meals for my 

family? 
 
 Look for store sales or specials on store pamphlets, coupons or online advertisements.  
 Check the expiry dates and quality of food you buy on sale. 
 Be sure you have enough extra money and storage space to buy in bulk (but check that you will use all the 

food up before the expiry date) 
 Buy only foods that your family will use up before it gets spoiled or expire. 
 For better value, buy fruits and vegetables when they are in season. 
 Dry products like maize meal, wheat flour, rice, pasta, couscous and frozen foods keep well for a longer 

period and therefore can be bought in bulk. 
 Single portion items are often more expensive than buying in bulk.  
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 Buy fewer canned or prepared or ready-to-eat foods. They cost more and are often higher in sugar, salt 
and fat. 

 Ready-to-eat bottled baby foods are costly. Use fresh foods and vegetables that can be pureed or mashed 
to the right consistency for smaller children. Meat and fish can be grinded to the right texture for smaller 
children. 

 Non-breastfed children can use full cream milk from as early as 12 months. There is therefore no need to 
buy ‘growing up’ infant formula after this age.  

 Do not buy expensive food thinking it is healthy as some expensive foods can have a low nutritional value. 
 
 
21. What tips do you have for preparing meals away from home, e.g. lunch boxes? 
 
 Plan the breakfast/lunches for the week and put a list on the refrigerator or counter to remind yourself what 

to pack.  
 Prepare the breakfast/lunches the night before and store in the fridge or freezer so it can be safely 

consumed the next day. 
 Most of the lunch box should consist of unprocessed or minimally plant-based foods, for instance:  

vegetables and/or fruit, legumes and where possible minimally processed starchy foods.  
 Follow hygienic food preparation methods. This is especially important when food will be stored for many 

hours before eating. 
 In summer, freeze water bottles overnight to have ice-cold water throughout the day. This also can help to 

keep a lunch box cool. 
 
 
22. How can I still eat healthy when eating out at restaurants? 
 
 Look at the menu and choose options which are mostly plant-based, e.g. vegetables, legumes and 

minimally starchy foods and which include small portions of animal-based foods. 
 Rather choose grilled instead of fried fish, chicken or meat. 
 Choose side-dish options which contain vegetables and/or legumes such as roast vegetables, stir-fried 

vegetables or a side salad.  
 Look out for words on the menu such as ‘creamy/ fried/ rich’ as these foods may be high in fat. 
 When ordering drinks, always ask for a glass or a jug of water for the table. This way you will hydrate 

without all the extra sugar and energy.  
 Always taste the food first before adding salt as many times restaurant dishes will already have a lot of salt 

in them.  
 
 
23. How can one find out from the food label if a food or a drink is high in sugar, fat and/or salt? 
 
 Look at the table with the nutritional information on the food label. Look at the ‘total sugar’, ‘saturated fat’ 

and ‘sodium (salt)’ content. Find the words: ‘Saturated fats’, ‘Total sugar’ and ‘Sodium’ and see how much 
of it the food contains.  

 Use the following cut-off points when looking for foods that are lower in saturated fat, total sugar and 
sodium (salt) and higher in fibre: Per 100g food (not per serving): 

 Sugar: < 5g per 100 g food; < 2.5 g per 100 ml drink1. 
 Saturated fat:  < 1.5g2. 
 Sodium:  < 120mg2. 
 Fibre: > 3g2. 

                                                           
1The Association of UK Dietitians.  Food Fact sheet:  Sugar.  March 2017.  https://www.bda.uk.com/foodfacts/sugar  
2Foodstuffs, Cosmetics and Disinfectants Act, 1972 (Act 54 of 1972).  Regulations Relating to the Labelling and Advertising of Foodstuffs.  No. R. 146.  10 

March 2010.  Government Gazette South Africa. 
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 To calculate the number of teaspoons of sugar, divide the number of grams of total sugar by four. For 
example: If a 500 ml drink has 12 grams of total sugar per 100ml, then you multiply 12 grams by 5 (100 ml 
x 5 = 500 ml) which is equals to 60 grams of sugar. You then divide 60 grams by four. That equals 15 
teaspoons of sugar in the 500 ml drink. 

 Beware of ‘reduced-fat or low-fat’ claims, as these foods are not always the healthiest options. Read the 
nutritional information to compare the sugar and fat content on the original and the reduced-fat option. 
Sometimes the fat is replaced with sugar or refined starches, which does not make it a healthier choice. It is 
also important to check the (sodium) salt content too as the low or reduced fat or sugar options can be 
higher in salt. 

 
 

24. Where can you get more information about National Nutrition and Obesity Weeks?  
 
 www.nutritionweek.co.za 
 The national Department of Health: www.health.gov.za  
 Telephone numbers: 

o National:   (012) 395 8770 
o Western Cape:  (021) 583 5663/2275 
o Eastern Cape:  (040) 608 1705 
o Northern Cape:  (053) 830 0559 
o KwaZulu-Natal:  (033) 395 2326 
o Free State:   (051) 408 1281/1896   
o Gauteng:   (011) 355 3551 
o North West:  (018) 391 4060 
o Mpumalanga:  (013) 766 3413 
o Limpopo:   (015) 293 6198 

 
 The Association for Dietetics in South Africa (ADSA):  www.adsa.org.za 
 Maternal, Adolescent and Child Health (MaTCH): www.match.org.za 
 The Cancer Association of South Africa (CANSA):  www.cansa.org.za 
 The Nutrition Society of South Africa:   www.nutritionsociety.co.za 
 The Heart and Stroke Foundation SA:  www.heartfoundation.co.za 

 
 


