
Diet 

The prevalence of overweight and obesity in Saint Vincent & 
the Grenadines (SVG) is high, with an estimated prevalence 
of 63% in adult (18+ years) women and 52% in adult men. 
This is helping to drive the high prevalence of diabetes 
(around 14% in women, 11% in men).1 Overweight/obesity and 
diabetes have been increasing for the past two decades and 
are continuing to do so. Associated with these conditions 
are cardiovascular disease and certain common cancers.4,7 
Together, these non-communicable diseases (NCDs)
account for 45% of all healthy life lost in 2019 in SVG.  

A diet of excess calories, high in fat, sugar and salt, and low 
in fruit and vegetable (F&V) consumption is a key contributor 
to these rates of overweight and obesity, with 95% of the 
population consuming less than 5 servings of F&V per 
day.4,5 Calorie intake has increased since 1980, which has 
been associated with a decrease in agricultural output, 
an increase in food imports, increased access to food aid, 
increased cost of food, and a change in food preference 
towards more westernised processed and ultra processed 
foods.2,5 Age plays a factor in F&V and salt consumption, with 
young adults between 18-29 years old, consuming more salt 
but less F&V than adults over 45 years old.5 

Regular sourcing of food from supermarkets, small shops and 
food service businesses is related to a higher consumption 
of sugar sweetened beverages and ultra processed foods.6 
Many Vincentians choose to purchase imported, processed 
(less healthy) food over healthy organic local foods as they 
are sometimes less expensive, partly due to the subsidization 
of farmers in larger countries where these foods originate.7 
Social determinants of health, including education, income 
and geography (i.e. urban or rural) also influence household 
diets in SVG.6,8

Knowledge and Awareness

There is awareness of the health consequences of poor diets. 
However, this awareness does not necessarily translate into 
a change towards a healthier diet.5

The SVG Ministry of Health aims to increase awareness of 
unhealthy diet and lifestyles among the population, in order 
to build a better understanding of the risk factors, symptoms, 
and complications associated with diet-based NCDs.5 The 
Ministry has committed to coordinating with stakeholders 
to advocate for healthy public policies, creating supportive 
environments, reorienting health services, and mobilizing 
communities and individuals to act.3,5

Community Food Production

Agriculture employs 26% of the population and 25% of the 
island is designated for farming, but agricultural outputs 
only make up 7% of SVG’s GDP. Small scale farms, between 
0.2 to 2.0 hectares, are the predominate farm size.9 The SVG 
key agricultural outputs are root vegetables, arrowroot 
starch, coconuts, spices, and bananas.10 Many of the food 
products sold in-country are transported from rural areas 
into the municipal market in the capital, Kingstown.11

The agricultural sector has declined in overall importance 
to the economy due to the loss of preferential trading 
arrangements for bananas, entry of exotic diseases, and a 
series of damaging climate events over the last fifteen years, 
which have all impacted agricultural output.11 The severity 
of the climate events, such as hurricanes, and other natural 
disasters, such as the La Soufriere volcano eruption, have 
resulted in severe losses for small-scale farmers. 

| Country Profile Saint Vincent & the Grenadines



This research was funded by the NIHR using UK international 
development funding from the UK Government to support global health 
research. The views expressed in this publication are those of the 
author(s) and not necessarily those of the NIHR or the UK government. www.communityfoodplanetaryhealth.org

August 2024

Due to the challenges, farmers have shifted to unsustainable 
agricultural practices, such as mono-cropping and high 
use of artificial fertilizers and pesticides which have led to 
land degradation and soil erosion, increasing the sector’s 
vulnerability to climate change.12

National and regional food system governance, explicit 
and implicit, can support community food production and 
agroecological farming approaches.9 

Arrow root  vegetable alone has the potential to significantly 
reduce the poverty of its grower. Not only are its uses broad 
- from the production of lower-carbon paper to gluten-
free products - but SVG is unique in producing 95% of the 
world’s arrowroot.9

Influences on Food Practice

Food and drink in SVG reflects the island’s influences 
which include native Caribs, African, French and British.13 In 
some instances, food preparation techniques are uniquely 
Vincentian, such as methods of roasting and use of clay 
ovens and ‘firesides’.

There is deep pride in eating locally grown food as well as 
respect for living off the earth (subsistence farming).9 A 
meal consisting of roasted breadfruit and Jack Fish, is the 
national dish, and other local and traditional foods include 
the Madungo bakes (made from arrowroot) and Ducana.13 
Despite this rich culinary and food production history, there 
has been a shift in dietary patterns over the past decades due 
to high importation and consumption of processed foods, 
despite the country’s ability to produce food domestically.5

Recognizing the multifaceted nature of the food and 
nutrition challenges, several collaborative efforts involving 
government agencies, NGOs, international funding agencies, 
and local communities are being carried out. Contributing 
to this is the Global Community Food for Human Nutrition 
and Planetary Health in Small Islands (Global CFaH) 
Project. Global CFaH responds to the nutrition, health, 
social, and economic wellbeing issues of small island states  
by applying approaches that develop healthy, resilient, 
and environmentally sustainable community-based food 
production.
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