
International issues

 2 Diet and physical activity – an international topic
An unbalanced diet and lack of exercise are at the root of a large number 
of chronic diseases. Switzerland has played an active part in developing an 
international strategy for combating excessive weight, a problem that is tak-
ing on epidemic dimensions. In the country itself, a «National Diet, Physical 
Activity and Health Programme» has been drawn up in compliance with WHO 
recommendations. This framework paper, which is about to be approved by the 
government, lays down the guidelines for a coordinated, nationwide approach 
to diet and physical activity.

 3 Giving tobacco control a global dimension
In 2003, the World Health Assembly approved the Framework Convention on 
Tobacco Control (FCTC) – the WHO‘s first global convention on health. The 
parties to the Convention took specific steps to combat illicit trade in tobacco 
products and passive smoking at their second conference in Bangkok in July 
2007. Although Switzerland is not one of the 146 countries to have ratified the 
Convention, it attended the conference as an observer.

 4 Film promotion at the expense of alcohol prevention
The EU expects Switzerland to open its TV channels to advertising of alcohol, 
religions and political parties if it wants to take part in the EU film promotion 
programme. If advertising of these «three scourges of the people» (to quote 
Swiss government minister Moritz Leuenberger) is reintroduced, health experts 
fear a massive undermining of alcohol prevention efforts. 
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Overweight and obesity. An 
unbalanced diet and lack of exer-
cise are at the root of a large 
number of chronic diseases. 
Switzerland has played an active 
part in developing an international 
strategy for combating excessive 
weight, a problem that is taking on 
epidemic dimensions.

According to the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO), noncommunicable diseases 
were responsible for 60% of deaths and 
47% of the worldwide burden of disease 
in 2002. In the majority of European 
countries, five of the seven main risk 
factors for noncommunicable diseases 
are related to diet and exercise: high 
blood pressure, high blood cholesterol 
levels, overweight, low consumption of 
fruit and vegetables, and physical inac-
tivity . The two remaining risk factors 
are tobacco use and alcohol consump-
tion. 
In the light of this situation, the WHO 
approved the «Global Strategy on Diet, 
Physical Activity and Health» in May 
2004 and called on the governments of 
the member countries to adapt it to their 
specific national conditions. In Novem-
ber 2006, the European health minis-
ters approved the «European Charter on 
Counteracting Obesity» in Istanbul. The 
aim of the Charter is to promote a life-
style in which socio-economic and cul-
tural aspirations are in harmony with 
health-related goals, and thereby help 
people make decisions that are condu-
cive to good health.

National Diet and Physical  
Activity Programme

The situation in Switzerland is compa-
rable with those in other European 
countries. The last few years have seen 
an increase in the numbers of over-
weight individuals in all age groups. 
This increase is now assuming alarming 
proportions. According to the Swiss 
Health Survey,
37% of the population as a whole and 
20% of children are overweight or obese. 
In 2001, the annual costs incurred as a 
result of related illnesses amounted to 
2.7 billion francs.
In Switzerland, the Federal Council has 
commissioned a «National Diet and 
Physical Activity Programme» to be 
drawn up in compliance with the WHO 
recommendations. This framework pa-
per, which is in the consultation process 
and will probably be approved by the 
government in the first quarter of 2008, 
lays down the guidelines for a coordi-
nated, nationwide approach to diet and 
physical activity.

Cooperation with the WHO
Switzerland has played an active part in 
the international strategy development 
work of the WHO and WHO Europe, par-
ticularly in connection with the «Euro-
pean Strategy for the Prevention and 
Control of Noncommunicable Diseases», 

the «Global Strategy on Diet, Physical 
Activity and Health» and the «European 
Charter on Counteracting Obesity», the 
most important outcome of the WHO-
Europe ministerial conference held in 
Istanbul in November 2006. Switzer-
land has also translated the «First Euro-
pean Action Plan for Food and Nutrition 
Policy» (2001) into a national nutrition 
policy and is working on the develop-
ment and implementation of the second 
European Action Plan (WHO 2007). It 
also regularly participates in the meet-
ings of the Codex Alimentarius to facili-
tate wider recognition of important  
nutrition-information concerns in legis-
lation.
In addition, Switzerland actively sup-
ports HEPA Europe, the European net-
work for the promotion of health-en-
hancing physical activity (www.euro.
who.int/who), which was set up to de-
velop and implement political and stra-
tegic measures appropriate to this pur-
pose.

Political priority in Europe 
Diet, physical activity and obesity are 
also important topics at the European 
level and feature in the EU‘s health pro-
grammes. The «Network on Nutrition 
and Physical Activity», the setting up of 
a European action platform and the 
publication of a Green Paper «Promot-
ing Healthy Diets and Physical Activity» 
are among the initiatives taken by the 
European Commission to date. The res-

olution of the European Parliament on 
«Promoting Healthy Diets and Physical 
Activity» of 1 February 2007 calls for 
political priority to be given to counter-
acting obesity and other diet-related 
diseases in the European Union and its 
member states. On these bases, the EU 
Commission approved the White Paper 
on «A Strategy for Europe on Nutrition, 
Overweight and Obesity-related Health 
Issues» in May 2007. The White Paper 
calls for a greater focus on action-based 
partnerships on the issue. 

Charter for Europe
Specialists agree that the actual cause of 
the worldwide obesity epidemic is to be 
found in the fast-changing social, eco-
nomic and environmental determinants 
of people‘s lifestyles and that an im-
provement can be achieved only by tak-
ing far-reaching action. This requires 
commitment from the state as a whole, 
which in turn requires a balance to be 
struck between the responsibility of the 
individual and that of government and 
civil society. A package of preventive 
measures has been drawn up to achieve 
the main goal, which is reversal of the 
epidemic obesity trend by 2015. The 
member states are free to select the 
measures and implement them as they 
think fit, in line with their specific needs 
and political conditions. 
The «European Charter on Counteract-
ing Obesity» approved by the European 
health ministers in Istanbul in Novem-

ber 2006 sets out the essential – includ-
ing politically controversial – measures:
–  reduction of marketing pressure, 

particularly on children, to consume 
energy-dense food;

–  provision of affordable recreational/
exercise facilities to promote physi-
cal activity;

–  easier to understand nutritional in-
formation on packaging;

–  promotion of cycling and walking by 
better urban planning and transport 
policies;

–  economic measures that facilitate 
healthier food choices, particularly 
the consumption of food and vegeta-
bles.

The Charter also specifies measures that 
already feature in existing programmes 
but may also help achieve its goals. They 
include:
–  promotion of breastfeeding;
–  improving access to and availability 

of healthier food;
–  provision of nutrition information 

and physical education in schools;
–  reduction of fat, added sugars and 

salt in processed food.

Contact: Nadine Stoffel-Kurt,  
Nutrition and Physical Activity Section, 
nadine.stoffel-kurt@bag.admin.ch

Promoting physical activity and a healthy bodyweight requires  
multisectoral action 

A globe of raw fruit & vegetables. More and more countries are focusing on physical activity and a healthy diet (with more fruit and  
vegetables) as priorities in their efforts to promote good health and prevent disease.
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Health issues have long been matters 
for close international cooperation at the 
scientific and technical levels. In the last 
few years, however, health has become 
an increasingly international issue in the 
political arena as well. The G8 summit of 
the world‘s leading industrialized states 
regularly discusses health issues. The 
new money flowing from both the public 
sector (e.g.  the Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria) and 
private donors (e.g. the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation) can be measured in 
billions. New organizations and forms of 
cooperation are springing up.

Switzerland has endorsed this develop-
ment by drawing up an agreement on 
health policy objectives between the 
Federal Department of Foreign Affairs 
and the Federal Department of Home 
Affairs. We are therefore the first coun-
try to have a health policy that is jointly 
advocated by both the foreign and the 
health minister (see www.bag.admin.ch/
internationales). 

The growing importance of health as an 
issue has also become a factor in rela-
tions with the EU. Switzerland and the 
EU have a mutual interest in stepping 
up cooperation in the health sector and 
are therefore exploring the possibility 
of concluding a bilateral agreement on 
health. The main goals are Swiss partici-
pation in two EU agencies (the Europe-
an Food Safety Authority EFSA and the 
European Centre for Disease Prevention 
and Control ECDC), four early warning 
systems, and the action programme in 
the field of health and consumer protec-
tion for the period 2007– 2013 (HP). The 
action programme provides a framework 
for funding Europe-wide projects, for 
instance cooperation between nation-
al health systems, efforts to influence 
health determinants such as diet, alco-
hol, tobacco and drug use, measures re-
lating to the exchange of knowledge and 
tried-and-tested procedures and also 
user-friendly dissemination of informa-
tion aimed at the public. Swiss involve-
ment in the action programme would 
also enable Swiss players to participate 
in these projects. 

Gaudenz Silberschmidt
Vice-Director,  
Federal Office of Public Health
Head, International Affairs Division

At first hand
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Next issue: December 2007

WHO Framework Convention on 
Tobacco Control. The parties to the 
WHO tobacco convention have 
started negotiating a protocol to 
combat the illicit trade in tobacco 
products. This decision was  
taken unanimously by the 146 
parties at their Second Conference 
in Bangkok in July 2007. Agree-
ment was also reached on recom-
mendations for measures to 
combat passive smoking. 

Switzerland, along with 168 other states, 
has signed the WHO Framework Con-
vention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), 
which is an international agreement  
to combat tobacco consumption and 
protect against passive smoking. The 
multilateral agreement is a pioneering 
achievement: it is the first of its kind and 
many specialists regard it as a model for 
future international conventions on 
health-related issues.

Approved by the World Health Assembly 
in May 2003, the Convention came into 
force in February 2005 and has already 
been ratified by 150 states (including 
the European Union). It does not yet 
constitute binding international law for 
Switzerland, which has still to ratify it. 
This means that Switzerland attends the 
meetings of the parties to the Conven-
tion only in the role of observer, which 
always surprises representatives of oth-
er states. The second meeting of the 
parties to the Convention, the «Confer-
ence of the Parties, COP II» – which is 
comparable with a parliamentary or 
World Health Assembly – took place in 
Bangkok in July 2007. 

Smuggling means loss 
of tax revenues

Smuggling of genuine and counterfeit 
cigarette brands is a flourishing busi-
ness. In 2006 it accounted for some 11 
percent of all cigarettes sold. This re-
sults in loss of tax revenues amounting 
to 40 to 50 billion US dollars, as Luk 
Joossens from the Association of Euro-
pean Cancer Leagues (ECL) reported at 
the Conference in Bangkok, in his cap-
acity as representative of the Frame-
work Convention Alliance (FCA) for to-
bacco control. Illicit cigarettes are sold 
below the price of legal cigarettes and, 
as cheap tobacco products, promote 
consumption of tobacco. Smuggling there-
fore undermines tobacco control efforts.

Combating passive smoking
In Bangkok, the parties to the Conven-
tion also adopted guidelines on protec-
tion from exposure to tobacco smoke 
which are designed to help states meet 
their obligations under Article 8 of the 
FCTC. These recommendations are 
aimed at national and local govern-
ments and show how effective protec-
tion can be implemented in practice. 

Even minute amounts of tobacco smoke 
can be harmful to health and therefore 
no limit values can be set. 
Various working groups are focusing on 
the packaging and labelling of tobacco 
products (Article 11, FCTC) and on ad-
vertising, promotion and sponsorship 
(Article 13, FCTC). This will enable cor-
responding guidelines to be drawn up in 
time for the next conference. 
And work being done in other areas 
such as «Education, Communication, 
Training and Public Awareness» of to-
bacco issues will continue. 

Next conference in South Africa 
Dr. Hatai Chitanondh from Thailand 
was elected as the new president. He 
will head up the office and preside over 
COP III. Vehbi Esgel Etensel from Turkey 
was elected as new coordinator for the 
EURO Region. It was also decided to 
hold COP III in South Africa next year. 

Contact: Thomas Schuler,  
Legal Affairs Division,  
thomas.schuler@bag.admin.ch 
www.bag.admin.ch/fctc/

International community shaping their efforts in the 
field of tobacco control

Prominently displayed warnings are a component of worldwide efforts to combat tobacco 
abuse.

World AIDS Day. «15,000 people with HIV are in work.»
Saturday, 1 December, is World AIDS 
Day. This year the Swiss AIDS Federa-
tion will be reminding the public that 
around 70% of people with HIV in Swit-
zerland are in work, some 70% of those 
full-time. However, people with HIV still 
face many difficulties at work. For in-
stance, discrimination, infringement of 
data protection, harassment or problems 
with employers‘ insurance schemes are 
commonplace.
A great deal remains to be done if these 
ills are to be eliminated from the work-
place. 

Starting in the last week in November, 
numerous cantons will mark World AIDS 
Day on 1 December with a variety of pro-
grammes and events. The events being 
organised by the regional branches of 
the Swiss AIDS Federation will focus on 
HIV-related problems and showcase the 
services provided at the national and re-
gional levels. 

Information and downloads are  
available at www.aids.ch
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New publication: How healthy are migrants? 
A newly available publication presents 
the most important findings of the 
«Monitoring on the migrant population‘s 
state of health» (GMM) carried out in 
2004. The publication addresses the fol-
lowing questions: How healthy are mi-
grants compared with the native Swiss 
population? How often do they visit a 
doctor or go to hospital? Do they have 
more mental problems than the Swiss? 
And what factors affect the health situa-
tion of migrants? 
The first part of the publication summa-
rises the data generated by the GMM. It 
shows what percentage of the migrant 

groups involved in the study suffer from 
various health problems or take advan-
tage of certain health services. The anal-
ysis shows that many migrant groups 
have poorer health status and are at 
greater risk of health problems than the 
native Swiss population. It also shows, 
however, that certain groups are able to 
assess their health more accurately and 
behave in ways more likely to promote 
health.
The second part of the publication is 
an abbreviated version of an in-depth 
analysis that seeks to identify the fac-
tors responsible for migrants‘ frequently 

poorer health situation. It investigates 
the interactions between health on the 
one hand and migration, socio-cultural 
factors and various socio-economic and 
socio-demographic structures on the 
other.
The 58-page publication is available 
as an A5-format brochure in German, 
French and English and can be ordered 
free of charge from the FOPH‘s online 
shop: www.bag.admin.ch > Dienstleis-
tungen > Online-Shop > Gesundheit-
spolitik > Migration und Gesundheit, 
then click top right on «English». 

EU film promotion at expense of alcohol prevention policy
Renewal of the Switzerland-EU 
MEDIA Agreement. On 21 Septem-
ber the Swiss Federal Council 
delivered a message to the Federal 
Parliament on the renewal of the 
MEDIA Agreement between 
Switzerland and the EU. Approval 
of the agreement by parliament 
will improve the market opportuni-
ties and international distribution 
of Swiss films. But the agreement 
obliges Switzerland to modify its 
Radio and Television Law to allow 
advertising of a religious and 
political nature and of alcohol. 
Prevention groups fear dilution of 
alcohol control efforts «by the back 
door».

The agreement will enable Swiss film-
makers to participate fully in the EU‘s 
new MEDIA 2007 Programme for the 
support of the film industry from 2007 
to 2013. In its message on approval of 
the renewed agreement to parliament, 
the Federal Council has requested that 
a guarantee credit amounting to 67.4 
million Swiss francs be granted for the 
2007– 2013 period; this corresponds to 
an annual contribution of 10 million 
francs by Switzerland to the EU pro-
gramme.
The MEDIA 2007 Programme started  
on 1 January 2007 and has an overall 
budget of 755 million euros for a seven-
year period. Its aim is to support the de-
velopment, international distribution 
and marketing of European films, which, 
by virtue of their cultural and linguistic 
diversity, face the problem of a frag-
mented market. As well as helping with 
actual production costs, MEDIA also 
provides support in the project and post-
production phases: training of filmmak-
ers (particularly in new technologies), 
realization of projects (scripts), dubbing 
and, above all, distribution. The last 
generation of MEDIA programmes 
(2001– 2006) supported some 8,000 
productions from 30 different countries. 
Half of all European films shown in  
cinemas today benefit from such EU 
support. 

Contribution exceeds support 
The first MEDIA Programme of the Eu-
ropean Community for the cinemato-

graphic and audiovisual industry en-
tered into force in 1991, the second in 
1996 and the third in 2001. After a long 
absence, Switzerland rejoined the pro-
gramme on 1 April 2006, which means 
that last year the Swiss film industry 
was able to benefit from the support 
measures for about nine months only. 
The support went particularly to distri-
bution, but project development and 
further professional training also bene-
fited. In the selective support for distri-
bution scheme, for instance, eight dis-
tributors of 27 films received funding 
amounting to about 460,000 euros for 
subtitling, dubbing and launch activi-
ties. Switzerland contributed a total of 
4.2 million euros to the programme. Ad-
mittedly, only 2.8 million euros flowed 
back from Brussels, but «we consider 65 
percent a good rate of return for first-
time participation», says Laurent Steiert 
from the Federal Office for Culture‘s 
Film Section. Nor, he continues, should 
we necessarily expect in future to see 
the entire investment flow back into 
Switzerland. But he still considers the 
MEDIA Agreement to be important for 
promotion of the film industry. «It pro-
vides Swiss filmmakers, producers and 
distributors with access to the European 
market and runs various support 
schemes in which our country can par-
ticipate. And let‘s not forget the immate-
rial aspect. The ongoing exchange has 
great benefits for Swiss filmmaking.» 
According to Steiert, all these benefits 
would be «almost impossible» without 
the MEDIA Agreement.
He concedes that the EU‘s requirement 
that the agreement be tied to the EU‘s 
«Television without Frontiers» directive 

is a double-edged sword: «After all, 
we‘re not an alcohol propaganda lob-
by!» The link, says Steiert, «makes the 
entire process so much more difficult, 
both formally and politically.» 

Surprising condition
Just as the negotiations on MEDIA 2007 
were about to be concluded, the Euro-
pean Commission surprisingly came up 
with a new condition: participation in 
MEDIA 2007 was to be conditional on 
Swiss compliance with another provi-
sion of the EU directive «Television 
without Frontiers», after a transition 
period of two years, i.e. as from Novem-
ber 2009. Advertising windows of for-
eign broadcasters aimed at a Swiss pub-
lic would no longer be governed by 
Swiss law; instead, they would be sub-
ject solely to the national regulations of 
their country of origin. This means that 
the current Swiss ban on religious and 
political advertising and on the advertis-
ing of alcohol could be undermined. 
For this to happen, the Swiss Radio and 
Television Law (RTVG) would have to be 
amended by a decision of parliament. 
From the point of view of media and 
health-prevention policies, the changes 
demanded by the EU are serious. So be-
fore any amendments to the RTVG are 
addressed, the interests of media and 
prevention policies will have to be care-
fully weighed up against the needs of 
the film industry. The Federal Council 
will, after scrupulously weighing up the 
different interests, decide at a later date 
on whether or not to initiate a corre-
sponding amendment to the RTVG. The 
process will take account of the progress 
made in the revision of the Council of 

Europe Convention on Transfrontier 
Television.

«Scourges of the people» 
As from 2009, the idea is that European 
TV networks will be allowed to broad-
cast advertising windows on Swiss tele-
vision that are governed by the rules of 
their country of origin. In concrete 
terms, they could broadcast adverts for 
alcohol, religions and political parties. 
This would mean the «three scourges of 
the people» making a comeback on 
Switzerland‘s TV screens, as Federal 
Councillor and media minister Moritz 
Leuenberger said to the parliamentary 
media on 4 July 2007. Television adver-
tising on behalf of the «three scourges» 
is, in fact, forbidden in Switzerland with 
the exception of wine, beer and cider on 
local radio and regional TV. Switzerland 
is not the only European country that 
bans advertising of alcohol – its western 
neighbour France does so too.

It‘s up to parliament to decide
On 21 September 2007, the Federal 
Council decided to sign the new MEDIA 
Agreement. For Switzerland to be able 
to participate, the bilateral agreement of 
2004 (Bilateral Agreement II) has to be 
renewed. On being signed the MEDIA 
Agreement comes into force provision-
ally, enabling the Swiss film industry to 
participate in the programme in 2007. 
Parliament has to approve the agree-
ment and a guarantee credit worth 10 
million Swiss francs over a seven-year 
period. 
Because of the EU‘s insistence on link-
ing the two topics, health-policy consid-
erations have to be weighed up against 
the interests of the film industry. The re-
striction on the advertising of alcoholic 
drinks is an effective prevention meas-
ure, especially among young people, 
who are particularly susceptible to ad-
vertising. Parliament has to consider the 
conflicting interests carefully: better op-
portunities for the Swiss film industry or 
a consistent alcohol prevention policy – 
these are the choices. 

Contact: Anne Lévy,  
Head of Alcohol and Tobacco Section, 
anne.levy@bag.admin.ch


