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The Hon Steve Georganas MP,
Chair,
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Health and Ageing,
Parliament House,
Canberra,
haa.reps@aph.gov.au

Dear Mr Georganas,

Bushwalking Australia is grateful for the opportunity to make a submission to your
committee's inquiry into "Obesity in Australia", which we have attached.

Bushwalking Australia Inc is the peak body for recreational walking in Australia, with a
network of clubs and bushwalking federations in each state. You will appreciate that in
order to satisfy the timetable for the inquiry we have not been able to canvas this
submission among our membership as we would for a normal policy document.

Much of this submission is based on a document "Towards a Walkable Australia" which
is still undergoing our policy endorsement process. If required, we will forward you a
draft copy of this document.

We look forward to an opportunity to meet your committee members, and answer any
further questions they may have.

Yours Sincerely,

Ian McDonald,
President
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1. Executive Summary
Walking is the most significant form of physical activity and the key to controlling and
reversing the obesity epidemic.

Walking also provides "win-win" benefits for tackling many other emerging issues across
all facets of government, such as climate change, peak-oil, congestion, social
cohesiveness, and general well-being, as well countering many other health issues
besides obesity.

Fortunately, there are a number of simple, low-cost, but far reaching actions the
government must take, in partnership with key community organizations.

Recreational walking groups in particular, have a vital role to play in increasing the level
of walking within the community.

2. Background

Recreational Walking in Australia
Bushwalking Australia Inc (BWA) is the national peak body for recreational walking.
Through BWA and its constituent state organizations, there are some 200 affiliated clubs
and walking groups covering all states and territories, with a total membership exceeding
25,000.

Bushwalking clubs are increasingly attracting new members at both ends of the age
spectrum, from those who prefer expeditions in remote areas, to those who walk regularly
closer to home.

Walking is a non-captive recreation, in that it does not require people to join a club, or
pay entrance fees in order to participate. For each affiliated club member there are more
than a dozen regular walkers who are not members of any walking club, and around fifty
who class themselves as bushwalkers and walk at least several times a year. And for
every club member, there are around three hundred who walk regularly for exercise or
pleasure.

This is why BWA takes its role seriously to represent and advocate for all bushwalkers
and for recreational walking in general.
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Top 20 Sport & Recreation Activities
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Figure 1 - Structured and Unstructured Sport & Recreation (derived from ERASS 2006)

When unstructured recreation is included, walking provides by far the largest amount of
physical activity; over three times the benefit of all football codes combined.
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Figure 2 - Walking in the Australian Population (calculated from ERASS 2006)

Walkers make up more than half the people who regularly exercise, and most of those
who exercise occasionally. They need to walk more. The challenge is the 6.8 million
(almost a third of the total population) who don't exercise at all. Walking would enable
them to start exercising with dignity.
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3. Discussion
It is no coincidence that the obesity epidemic has arisen at the same time as there has
been a decline in the level of everyday walking within the community. Nevertheless,
walking remains the form of physical activity that can be undertaken at low cost to both
the individual and the public purse. Halting and reversing the decline in walking is
essential if we are to overcome the obesity epidemic. Fortunately, there is a range of
actions that government and community organizations can and must take to encourage
people to walk more.

Bushwalking is the one form of walking that is growing in popularity, and has the
potential for further growth. It can be enjoyed by people of all ages and abilities, from
those seeking a wilderness adventure, to people who can manage only a short walk in a
nature park. Walking is a continuum, and it is not helpful to draw the line between
bushwalking and other forms of recreational walking. Nor is it helpful to consider
recreational walking apart from other forms of walking.

People want to walk, and increasingly they want to do so in an environment that is
attractive and conducive to walking. This is particularly true in national parks and other
natural areas where walking is the best way to appreciate the environment, and the most
appropriate form of public access. By contrast, towns and cities where most people live,
have been allowed to become "obeso-genic "; where people who wish to walk, have to
put up with an environment that discourages them at every turn. Policies that provide
cheap and convenient access for vehicles invariably make walking less convenient and
less attractive. A similar situation has occurred in rural areas where depopulation, decline
of local services, increasing farm size, and the increasing reliance on motorized vehicles
has all but eliminated walking from the farm and the day-to-day life in rural Australia.

Bushwalking Australia has produced a paper "Towards a Walkable Australia'" which
highlights many ways in which the different parts of government can work with the
community to encourage walking.

Re-engineering our environment to make it walkable may not seem to fit within the
health sector. This view is wrong for several very good reasons, and many of them have
been recognized by the recent Australia 2020 Summit (AUS 2008). Firstly, the health
sector has been concerned almost exclusively with illness. It would perhaps be more
accurate to describe it as the "sickness sector". Secondly, the greatest and most effective
health programs in the past have involved providing clean water, clean air and clean food.
The introduction of separate water and sewage systems did more than anything else to
improve our health and reduce premature mortality. The task of making our towns and
cities walkable will be similar to but far easier than the nineteenth century sanitary
revolution.
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A program to encourage walking would in fact be more cost-effective than any other
health intervention in the medicine chest of public policy. People who keep walking, stay
independent longer, and are much less burden on the medical health system. The mantra
"use it or lose it" applies to people's health as they get older.

The vexed issue of indigenous health is also closely linked to walking in several
compounding ways. As hunter-gatherers, indigenous people received regular exercise,
and the constant moving of the campsite prevented a range of communicable diseases
becoming established. The lack of purposeful everyday walking amongst modern
indigenous people contributes not only to obesity, but also to their suffering from mental
depression, alcoholism, and many infectious diseases.

Amongst the wider community as well, walking provides other health benefits besides
those directly linked to obesity. Mental health, and reductions in many forms of arthritis
and cancer are known to correlate favourably with walking and general levels of fitness.
People who are lucky enough to remain thin but don't exercise, still suffer many health
problems such as heart disease.

In addition to its health benefits, walking provides many benefits to other areas of
government responsibility such as transport, local government, planning, environment,
tourism. By encouraging walking and walkability, there are wins for many other issues
such as global warming, social cohesion, and community security. Clearly many of these
issues extend well beyond the areas that are traditionally the responsibility of the health
sector and don't fall within the health budget. Nevertheless, spending by government
agencies to encourage walking will relieve the mounting burden on the health sector of
obesity and other lifestyle-induced diseases, which if unchecked would overwhelm the
already strained health budget.

4. General Recommendations
In "Towards a Walkable Australia" we have discussed many specific actions that could
be taken across all sections and levels of government. For the purpose of the present
inquiry however, we will concentrate our discussion and recommendations on those areas
that are specifically associated with the health sector.

The specific actions needed within the health sector to encourage walking are entirely
consistent with the reforms being universally called for within the health sector as a
whole, such as through the recent 2020 summit. These improvements in the health system
generally should, with little extra effort, also lead to increased levels of walking and
decreased obesity. The other side of the argument is that actions to encourage walking, if
taken first, would be a practical way of piloting these reforms.
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