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Abstract

Conflicts of interest arise when corporations marketing harmful
products establish financial relationships with research institutions, researchers, or
public health organizations. As obesity becomes a worldwide epidemic, such relationships threaten to jeopardize the integrity of scientific research. Latin America, a
region undergoing rapid development, is particularly vulnerable to such conflicts.
Here, we provide examples of how food and beverage companies are funding
nutrition-focused research and institutions in Latin America, putting their credibility
at risk. Public health organizations and institutions should take measures to identify,
manage, and limit (or eliminate) conflicts of interest caused by partnerships with
food companies making and marketing unhealthful products.
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On 23 July 2015, the Central American Bottling Corporation (cbc), the
largest beverage distributor in Guatemala and bottler for PepsiCo,
announced a new partnership with the Guatemala-based Institute of
Nutrition of Central America and Panama (INCAP) to manufacture and
distribute a ‘ready-to-use supplemental food’ (RUSF), Mani+, to chronically malnourished children in rural areas.1 Mani+ is a sugar-sweetened,
peanut butter-based, nutrient-fortified snack product intended to prevent malnutrition in children up to age three.2 INCAP will provide
technical support and evaluation as a basis for expanding the distribution of Mani+ to neighboring countries.1
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INCAP does not disclose this partnership on its website. Because
one purpose of the partner companies is to sell sugar-sweetened
beverages to anyone who will buy them, this alliance raises questions
of conflict of interest and challenges INCAP’s credibility as a promoter of public health.
Since 1949, INCAP has led Latin American efforts to conduct research
and training to reduce the prevalence of chronic and acute proteinenergy malnutrition. As the region’s population undergoes the ‘nutrition
(or epidemiologic) transition’ from chronic malnutrition to widespread
obesity and its consequent non-communicable diseases (NCDs), INCAP
has been devoting substantial resources to research aimed at curbing this
emerging epidemic.3 But cbc and PepsiCo widely produce, bottle, and
market sugar-sweetened beverages throughout the region. These drinks
are by now well established as major contributors to obesity and NCDs.4
In Guatemala, for example, where the prevalence of chronic malnutrition is among the highest in the world, overweight is on the rise, a
problem attributed to the widespread availability, pervasive childoriented marketing, and high consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages
such as the ones distributed and marketed by cbc.5,6
Conflicts arise when corporations marketing harmful products establish financial relationships with research institutions, researchers, or
public health organizations. Such conflicts are well recognized in
research studies funded by the tobacco, pharmaceutical, or chemical
industries, and are increasingly recognized in those funded by food and
beverage companies.7,8 Conflicts that arise from industry partnerships
and alliances with health organizations are less apparent. In the early
1990s, for example, the tobacco industry organized ‘The Latin Project’,
to encourage scientists to minimize secondhand smoke as a health
hazard and to lobby against smoke-free workplaces.9 At the time, the
industry’s role in steering the science and obstructing public health did
not elicit nearly the level of critical scrutiny it deserved.
To further protect product sales in Latin America and to deflect
criticism of their marketing practices, the food and beverage industries fund research, research institutes, health professional conferences, and academic journals. The partnership with INCAP is one
example of a strategy aimed at research institutes. Many other
examples exist. The Sociedad Latino Americana de Nutrición (Latin
American Nutrition Society (SLAN)) organizes the major regional
nutrition conference sponsored by companies such as Nestlé,
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Unilever, Quaker Oats, Kellogg, and Coca-Cola who contribute
US$14 000 each.10 Among other benefits, these sponsors are allowed to
place their logos in all the plenary sessions and to conduct one free
satellite symposium. The conference does not require speakers and
abstract presenters to disclose conflicts of interest. With respect to
journals, the University of Chile’s Instituto de Nutrición y Tecnología
(Institute of Nutrition and Food Technology, INTA) acknowledges the
support of Nestlé and Danone on the website of its publication,
Nutrición y Vida (Nutrition and Life).11
The food industry lobbies and uses the courts to oppose legislation
aimed at educating the public to reduce consumption of unhealthful food
products. What is happening in Chile is a good example. This country
was able to control problems of undernutrition during the early 1990s
by implementing prevention policies that promoted use of established
health services and educational infrastructure. Now, to prevent NCDs,
Chilean health authorities are attempting to use regulatory approaches,
such as an easy-to-use front of package labeling system (a stop sign) to
inform consumers about the excess content of sugar, sodium, or fat in
packaged foods. Furthermore, those products that exceed specific
nutritional criteria will be banned from schools and not allowed to be
advertised to children. The food industry, however, challenged this
system in the World Trade Organization.12
Although none of these industry strategies is new or particular to Latin
America, conflicts of interest are of special concern for this region for at
least four reasons:
1. The academic environment is, for the most part, not researchoriented and faculty promotions are not necessarily merit-based.
2. Funding is uncertain. Guatemala has an especially low public and
private investment in research, so industry funding is more attractive.
INCAP used to be funded by the Pan-American Health Organization
but now must rely on grants from agencies in the United States and
Canada.
3. Latin American countries do not, as standard practice, require researchers (or politicians for that matter) to disclose sources of funding.
Countries are at different stages of the epidemiologic transition – the
shift from infectious diseases to NCDs as leading causes of death –
and several still struggle with the double disease burden of undernutrition and NCDs.
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Because the causes of chronic undernutrition are more social and
political than nutritional, it serves the purpose of food companies to
take the lead in promoting product-based strategies such as RUSFs.
Not all countries, however, benefit from RUSF approaches. From the
Chilean experience, policies rather than product approaches helped
alleviate undernutrition. Even if RUSF products are effective in some
instances, the food industry remains the main driver of the worldwide
obesity epidemic.
Dealing with food-industry conflicts of interest is a frequent topic
of debate among US professional organizations, although there is
little consensus about how (if at all) to accept industry funding while
maintaining integrity and credibility. This debate should be expanded
to include funding agencies receiving grant applications from individuals or organizations paid by food companies or their trade associations. Professional journals also need more serious attention to this
debate. Even though they increasingly require disclosure of conflicts
of interest, this is only a necessary first step to limit the undue
influence of corporations on science and public health. It does not
fully solve the problem. Until Latin American researchers and
research organizations can find a ‘gold standard’ to deal with foodindustry funding, they must at the very least identify, limit, and
manage (or eliminate) the apparent and real conflicts that inevitably
arise from this practice.
At a minimum, INCAP should publicly disclose its relationship
with cbc/PepsiCo while making it clear that it recognizes sugarsweetened beverages as a leading cause of obesity and, therefore,
supports policies to restrict their marketing and sales. Furthermore,
as an institution dealing with conflict of interest INCAP should
follow the recommendations of the US Institute of Medicine and
establish conflict-of-interest policies that require disclosure and
management of both individual and institutional financial ties to
industry.13 INCAP’s board of trustees (or the equivalent governing
body) should critically review its financial relationships for conflicts
of interest with the organization’s primary mission.13 Failing to do so
sends a message that sugar-sweetened beverage consumption is
supported by an important health research organization, a misunderstanding that can have devastating public health consequences for
a region already in dire need of evidence-based health practices
and policies.
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