OBESITY

BATTLE OF THE BULGE
There are one million obese children in the UK. It’s easy to blame lifestyle and diet for the
statistic, but could the way towns are designed and developed also be to blame?
Laura Pauley reports.

Increasing cycling
and walking activity in
the capital are seen
as integral ways of
improving the quality
of life and health for
Londoners

In 2008 a map, compiled from data
collected by GP practices, was published
showing Britain’s obesity hotspots. A
number of London boroughs fared badly in
the survey, with Bexley and Barking and
Barking and Dagenham showing particularly
high obesity rates.
Councils across London are looking to
increase the walkability and cyclability of
the built environment using example cities
like Oslo in Norway, recently declared a ‘slim
city’ thanks to its enhanced, exercise-friendly,
design features.
Ealing council has started work on a
new £10m sports centre that will open in
early 2010. The centre will feature improved
swimming facilities - including a 25m eightlane swimming pool and teaching pool,
fitness suite and community centre. Lewisham
and Wandsworth, meanwhile, piloted the
MEND programme to help families improve
their health and fitness while Camden plans
to improve streets, parks and open spaces
throughout the borough by 2012. This
will include improved paving and lighting,
introducing schemes to emphasise the
importance of walking and cycling and creating
pedestrian-friendly public squares. The council
also received a grant of £25,000 in November
2008 to provide activities for young people at
the weekends. Youngsters can now enjoy the
facilities of a dance studio and floodlit sports
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pitch, as well as interact on social trips, summer
activities and indoor sports.
In 2008 the National Institute for Health
and Clinical Excellence issued guidelines
to all those involved in creating our built
environment, including planners, transport
authorities, building managers, designers and
architects. The guidelines looked at ways in
which planning could combat obesity. The
institute suggested that planning applications
should prioritise people to be physically
active, that pedestrians and cyclists are given
the highest priority when developing and
maintaining streets and roads, that work
places are linked to walking and cycling
networks and that staircases in public
buildings should be clearly signposted and
attractive to encourage use.
A number of towns are being redesigned
to encourage what could be termed as
‘passive exercise’ – where the public
exercises without noticing. Wider footpaths,
attractively landscaped pedestrianised areas,
stairs designed for cardio training and
looking specifically at where fast food outlets
are sited in relation to schools and parks are
all measures being highlighted to redesign
existing towns. Amid much media attention.
Waltham Forest council recently sought
to issue a ban on takeaways near schools,
and this is a route that a number of other
councils are known to be investigating.

Increasing cycling and walking activity
in the capital are seen as integral ways of
improving the quality of life and health for
Londoners. Cycle superhighways will link
popular residential areas such as Clapham and
Hackney to central zones, and planned bike hire
schemes are expected to generate 40,000 extra
daily cycle trips in central London.
From May 2010 people will be able to pick
up and drop off hire bikes at 400 locations
across the nine London boroughs that make up
the zone one travel area. The new routes will
have continuous wide cycle lanes, dedicated
junctions and clear signs.
The Government has set a target to
increase walking trips by 10 per cent by 2015,
as currently only 31 per cent of trips are made
by foot in London. Results from Transport for
London’s London Travel Demand Survey showed
one of the main stated barriers to walking
was infrastructure, consequently a series of
London-wide initiatives have followed the
survey. These include improving street signage
and lighting, introducing home zones to reduce
traffic speeds, building new road crossings and
improving the overall street scene.
Communities will now be provided with
information about walking routes, times taken
to walk, and joining the ‘home zone’ initiative,
where a street’s space is shared on equal terms
with pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles. London
boroughs and Transport for London (TfL) have
introduced almost 400 residential 20 mph
zones in the capital to encourage walking and
children’s play.
In a bid to lure children away from TVs and
computer screens, the Government is trying
to encourage active outdoor play. Children’s
secretary Ed Balls announced the allocation
of £225million over the next three years
to build or modernise 3,500 play areas for
younger children, and build 30 new supervised
adventure playgrounds for eight-to-13-yearolds in disadvantaged areas such as Croydon,
Lewisham and Wandsworth.
Parks and quality leisure services can
obviously encourage a more active community,
and it is hoped that the facilities and
infrastructure the 2012 Olympics will bring
to the city, alongside the biggest new public
park in more than century, will have a legacy
long after the Olympic torch has departed. The
park’s designers plan a network of fitness trails
and outdoor gyms with equipment embedded
in the landscape. Steep 10m drops will be
incorporated into the river valleys and fitted
with climbing walls and canoes, alongside
space for activities including mountain biking
and horse riding. The completed park will
also include a cricket pitch and 10-acres of
grassland for football kickabouts.

The 2012 legacy action plan was
launched in June 2008. It sets out
ambitious targets to get two million more
people active by 2012. It will encourage
local authorities to make swimming free
for certain age groups, invest £7m on
a programme of walking campaigns to
run until 2011, and ensure active travel
is considered in the development of eco
towns, the Thames Gateway and other
growth areas.
As part of a wider project to encourage
healthy living nine areas across the country,
including the London borough of Tower
Hamlets, have been declared ‘healthy
towns’. Each town will receive a share of
£30m to develop a host of schemes to
combat obesity. Tower Hamlets, which was
selected after costing the NHS an estimated
£42m for obesity-related diseases, is the
UK’s third most deprived borough, with a
below average life expectancy. The borough
is set to receive £4.7m, plus a further £6m
in local funds, to tackle the problem.
The borough will work on an award scheme
for businesses to sell healthy food, targeting
fast food shops, restaurants and cafes. Walking
and cycling routes will be extended along with
the introduction of a ‘bike to school’ scheme to
encourage cycling as a fun way to exercise.
The healthy towns initiative is using the
French Ensemble nous Prevenons l’Obésité
des Enfants (together we can stop childhood
obesity, or EPODE) programme as an example.
This programme aims to stop the increase of
childhood obesity through an intervention
plan spread over five years. As part of the
programme children are measured and
weighed, health professionals are trained in
how to diagnose and treat childhood obesity,
teachers are shown how to incorporate healthy
eating into the curriculum – including tasting
workshops for students, school catering is
improved and dieticians organise lectures on
healthy eating for parents.
Results gathered from EPODE showed
children not only acquired a better knowledge
of nutrition but also modified their eating
habits. Obesity did not increase in the
participating towns, while in neighbouring
towns it doubled.
Designers, planners and architects make
decisions that affect the way we all live.
By linking 21st century planning to public
health and making small changes to the way
our towns are constructed, we can increase
national fitness levels, improve the appearance
and atmosphere of our urban areas, and take
carbon producing cars off the streets. If we
neglect to do so, however, we may find we
grow as a nation in all the wrong ways.
www.planninginlondon.com

29

