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Obesity and diabetes in New Zealand 

It is estimated that 1.1 million adults are obese in New Zealand (that is, they have a BMI or 

Body Mass Index of 30 or more).
1
 Obesity in New Zealand places a considerable strain on the 

health care system: a study in 2006 estimated that health care costs attributable to overweight 

and obese persons was $686 million or 4.5% of New Zealand’s total health care expenditure.
2
 

Obesity is a risk factor for diabetes, cardiovascular  disease, musculoskeletal disorders, and 

some cancers.
3
  

There are two main types of diabetes: type 1 (insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus) and type 2 

(adult-onset diabetes mellitus). Type 2 is more common in the population than type 1 

(approximately 90% of diabetes cases worldwide are type 2).
4
 Individuals who are obese 

increase their risk of developing type 2 diabetes.
5
 The Ministry of Health estimated (when 

looking at the mortality burden of nutrition-related risk factors in New Zealand) that, in 1997, 

80% of deaths from type 2 diabetes were attributable to a high BMI.
6
  

Complications from diabetes include an increased risk of cardiovascular disease, nerve 

damage, and kidney failure. There were 768 deaths from diabetes in New Zealand in 2010.
7
  

Prevalence of obesity  

In 2012/13, a Ministry of Health-led survey estimated that three out of ten New Zealand adults 

were obese (31.3%), an increase of 2.7% from 2011/12
8
 and an increase of 18.6% in the 25 

years since 1989.
9
 Obesity rates were highest amongst Pacif ic adults (68%) and Māori adults 

(48.3%).   

The same survey found that after adjusting for age, sex, and ethnicity, adults living in the most 

socioeconomically deprived areas were 1.5 more times as likely to be obese as those living in 

the least deprived areas.
10

 

Prevalence of diabetes 

At the end of December 2013, there were 243,125 individuals enrolled with a primary health 

organisation with either type 1 or 2 diabetes in New Zealand.
11

 Using district health board 

population estimates as at 30 June 2013, this represents approximately 5.4% of the estimated 

resident population.
12

 

The Ministry of Health has estimated that there are approximately 100,000 people who have 

diabetes in New Zealand but have not yet been diagnosed.
13
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Estimated percentage of population that is obese by district health board area from the results of the New Zealand 

Health Survey 2012/13 
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Estimated percentage of population that has type 1 and 2 diabetes by district health board area using data from the 

New Zealand Society for the Study of Diabetes as at 31 December 2013 
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Government initiatives 

The following are examples of government initiatives to tackle obesity and diabetes in New 

Zealand. 

Health targets: more heart and diabetes checks 

Health targets were first introduced in 2007 as a way to highlight priority areas where the 

government wished to see measurable progress in the health system.
14

 In 2009, Health Minister 

Hon Tony Ryall announced a smaller set of six health targets in order to tightly focus district 

health boards’ performance.
15

 One of the targets was that 90% of the eligible population would 

have had their cardiovascular risk assessed within the last five years (this would include a 

diabetes test).
16

 Primary health organisations are expected to meet this target by 30 June 2015 

as part of their Integrated Performance and Incentive Framework agreement with district health 

boards.
17

 

Green prescriptions 

A Green Prescription (GRx) is when a general practitioner formally prescribes physical activity 

to a patient as a preventative measure or a cure for existing medical conditions.
18

 Patients are 

able to access support, free phone advice, and subsidised physical activity classes.  The GRx 

programme began in 1998 and was administered by regional sports trusts funded by the Hillary 

Commission (later Sport New Zealand).
19

 The programme’s funding was devolved to district 

health boards in 2012
20

 and then expanded in Budget 2013 with an additional $7.2 million of 

funding over four years to increase the number of adult referrals, in particular, pati ents with pre-

diabetes.
21

 

Healthy Families NZ 

As part of Budget 2014, the Hon Tony Ryall announced a new anti -obesity initiative Healthy 

Families New Zealand: a regional-based programme establishing ten Healthy Families New 

Zealand communities in areas that have high rates of non-communicable diseases (for example, 

diabetes and smoking) in their population.
22

 In these communities, health promotion groups 

collaborate with local leaders to encourage healthy lifestyle choices around nutrition and 

physical activity in schools, workplaces, and sports clubs. The programme is to receive $40 

million in funding over the next four years.
23

 The initiative was based on the Healthy Together 

Victoria programme from Victoria, Australia.  
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