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Media Release Wednesday 27 September 2006

STUDIES SHOW UNBORN CHILDREN MAY BE PROGRAMMED TO CONTINUE CYCLE OF OBESITY
The epidemic of obesity sweeping developed countries may carry with it the risk of pre-birth programming of children to develop into over-weight adults with greater exposure to conditions such as high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease and diabetes.

A major biological science conference in Brisbane has heard latest research findings on the foetal origins of adult diseases and concerns that pre-natal over-nutrition may develop an "intergenerational cycle of obesity."

Professor Caroline McMillen, Pro-Vice Chancellor of Research and Innovation at the University of South Australia, is a keynote speaker at the ComBio 2006 conference at the Brisbane Convention Centre.

She said there had been many studies into the longer-term impact of poor maternal nutrition and unhealthy behaviour – such as smoking and alcohol consumption – on unborn children.

"However, less is known about the effects of higher levels of nutrition on the foetus," she said.

Professor McMillen and her Research Fellow, Dr Beverly Muhlhausler, have shown that lambs born to ewes that have been over-fed develop a different expression of peptides in the brain that regulate appetite.

"It is not just a matter of giving birth to heavier lambs," Professor McMillen said.  

"The brains of the offspring are actually programmed in the womb to have a higher appetite tolerance throughout life, and with it the likelihood of greater body mass.

"Sheep provide an excellent model because, like humans, the brain circuitry controlling appetite is set in place before birth.

…2/

- 2 -

"If the brain is programmed in a particular way, it is biologically very difficult to change it because it is set in place for life.

"There is very real potential for mothers who eat excessively to be influencing their unborn children to continue the cycle of obesity that has beset countries like Australia."

Obesity is driving a global epidemic in type 2 diabetes with the number of people with the disease expected to increase from 170 million in 2001 to 300 million within 20 years.

It is also a risk factor for a number of other later life conditions that cause morbidity and premature death.

Professor McMillen said the best advice for women planning motherhood or already in pregnancy is to keep their body weight within a normal range and to work their doctors to determine appropriate nutritional needs for themselves and their unborn child.

The ComBio conference is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the New Zealand Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australian Physiological Society, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology, the Australian Society of Plant Scientists and the New Zealand Society of Plant Physiologists.

FOR INTERVIEW:
Professor Caroline McMillen is available for interview on 0403 690 708
For further information, please contact Trevor Gill, Conference Media Relations, on 0418 821948 

