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PARIS: Global health leaders declared war on
lifestyle diseases yesterday, decrying the impact of
tobacco, alcohol and soft drinks on the world’s poor,
while calling for taxes to curb consumption and fi-
nance healthcare. In half-a-dozen studies in The
Lancet, a leading health journal, experts detailed the
link between poverty and non-communicable dis-
eases (NDCs) such as stroke and diabetes, and
made the case for consumer taxes opposed by in-
dustry and many politicians.

NDCs, which also include heart disease and can-
cer, “are a major cause and consequence of poverty
worldwide,” said Rachel Nugent, vice-president of
RTI International, a non-profit health policy institute

in Seattle, and chair of The Lancet Taskforce on
Non-Communicable Diseases (NDCs).

Many of the United Nation’s Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals, which run to 2030, will remain out of
reach unless governments invest in policies that
break the chains binding unhealthy habits and so-
called “lifestyle” diseases, she said.“Every year, al-
most 100 million people are pushed into extreme
poverty because of out-of-pocket health spending,”
Adhanom Ghebreyesus, head of the World Health
Organization, wrote in a comment, also in The
Lancet. “The costs of treating NDCs are a major
contributor to this global scandal.”

NDCs are responsible for 38 million deaths-

nearly half before the age of 70 — each year, a large
share of them caused or aggravated by smoking, ex-
cessive drinking and/or unhealthy diets, according
to the WHO.  One of the UN’s 2030 goals is to re-
duce deaths from NDCs by a third.

In 2011, world leaders at the UN general assem-
bly pledged to develop national plans for the pre-
vention and control of NDCs, and set targets to
benchmark progress. But few have followed through.
“There has been a broad failure globally and in
countries to act on the commitments made in the
2011 Political Declaration,” Richard Horton, editor-
in-chief of The Lancet, and senior editor Jennifer
Sargent, wrote in an editorial.

Harm of taxes ‘overstated’ 
One of the most controversial remedies pro-

posed for getting people to cut back on smoking
and the consumption of alcohol or soda pop is
point-of-sale taxes. Opponents argue such levies
penalize the poor most of all, and amount to a re-
gressive tariff.  The new studies show a more nu-
anced reality.

Research looking at the impact of price hikes in
13 poor, emerging and wealthy countries, for ex-
ample, found that-for alcohol and sugary snacks-
low-income households were more likely than
wealthy ones to cut back, leading to incremental
health gains. —AFP
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