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Election 
Watching 
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Health, the 
#1 electoral 
concern

Health is consistently in the top few issues for voters in 
Australian federal elections going back decades

Hospitals, healthcare, GP access etc.

Drivers for this concern include increasing rates of chronic 
non-communicable diseases

Many voters are looking for new solutions to the problem of 
health and costs in health care

Would it be possible to use this population concern for 
health, to achieve increased engagement on climate change 
particularly through physical activity and nutrition?  



Chronic 
Diseases in 
Australia

(AIHW data)

Osteoarthritis, Asthma, Back pain, Cancer, 
Cardiovascular Disease, COPD, Diabetes and 
Depression 

1/3 of preventable hospital admissions are due 
to these chronic diseases

7% of total burden of disease in Australia is 
directly related to being overweight or obese 

Chronic diseases occupy 3/5 of total disease 
burden in Australia, and more than 70% of 
deaths





Human behavior and 
Chronic Diseases

Physical inactivity and 
dietary issues are 
dominant modifiable 
risk factors for these 
common conditions 



Lifestyle  
intervention for 
obesity and 
activity

• For ‘Patients’ 

• Intervention is 
focused on 
individual behavior 
change, individual 
responsibility

• Exercise 
programmes

• Diets

• Medications 

• Surgery 

• At the population 
level health 
intervention to 
increase physical 
activity include 
awareness campaigns

• Increasing awareness 
of relationship 
between built 
environment and 
physical activity 

• Dietary advice 



Lifestyle changes in Chronic 
Disease, evidence?

• Physical activity improves quality of life in heart disease, heart 
failure, angina, COPD, arthritis, depression, dementia etc. 

• Physical activity correlates with improved survival in heart disease, 
heart failure, falls and other conditions 

• Weight management (reduction) improves diabetes, hypertension, 
arthritis, CVD, CKD, OSA etc.  

• Nutritional changes can improve hypertension, inflammatory bowel 
diseases, COPD, heart disease, kidney disease and depression 



The Natural 
Experiment in 
Public Health

• Ideal research in Medicine is ‘Randomised
Double Blind Controlled Trial’

• Challenging for assessing most lifestyle 
interventions: smoking cessation, alcohol 
reduction or food or physical activity

• Changes in health can be seen with public policy 
change, changes in population economic 
wellbeing

• This is know as the ‘Natural Experiment’ 



Cuba, a ‘Natural 
Experiment’

• End of the cold war sparked serious 
economic changes in Cuba

• 1989 – 1993 Cuban GDP declined > 35%

• A severe shortage of petroleum products 
was a dominant problem over this period 
and for sometime after

• Increased use of sustainable (often local) 
agriculture and decreased use of vehicles 
were significant features of this period 

• There was also significant forced migration 



End of the Cold War …

• Cuban Health data over the past decades 
offers interesting perspective into life without 
petrol products (and before alternative 
energy technologies) 

• This economic crisis prompted a significant 
increase in physical and activity 

• Smoking also changed decreased at the time 



Diabetes and Obesity rates changed significantly



Other ‘Natural 
Experiments’

• Similar observations 
were made after WWII 
in populations in 
Europe affected by 
shortages of fuel and 
food

• Dietary change at the 
end of the Cold War 
has been associated 
with decreased 
cardiovascular 
mortality (Eastern 
Europe) 

• Conversely populations in 
which poor diet and 
nutrition increased also 
saw increase in 
cardiovascular disease and 
mortality

• Saving health costs offers a 
strong economic argument 
for improved nutrition and 
physical activity



Climate Change & Lifestyle, Synergies?

Strategies to mitigate climate 
change are needed across many 
areas of society, particularly 
energy production, changes to 
transportation and our 
agricultural industry

Moving from carbon-intensive 
energy improves human 
health directly by decreasing 
air pollution

Moving from passive to active 
transportation is another 
avenue to significantly improve 
human health, and decrease 
carbon pollution

And diet?  How can dietary 
changes improve human 
health and mitigate climate 
change? 



The perfect 
diet?

Evidence base for ‘ideal diet’ is 
wide, varied and not always 
conclusive …

Multiple different 
approaches 
suggested

Low fat

Low carbohydrate

No sugar

Mediterranean

Plant based 

Fasting 

Etc! 

Time to reframe the problem? 







• Significant reduction in red meat and 
starchy vegetables 

• Vegetables, fruits, fish to be 
encouraged in many places

• Significant increase in legumes, whole 
grains and nuts 



Messages 
from The 
Lancet EAT 
Commission 
Report 

• Unhealthy & unsustainable 
food poses a global threat to 
people and planet

• Current diet + population 
growth exacerbates problems 
of NCD and environmental 
distruction

• Healthy diets have 
appropriate calorie intake and 
consist of diverse plant based 
foods, low amounts of animal 
based food, small amounts of 
refined grains, highly 
processed foods and added 
sugars

• Transformation to healthy 
diets requires substantial 
dietary shifts 

• Significant decrease in 
morbidity and mortality 
can be achieved with 
these dietary changes

• These dietary changes 
should also facilitate 
sustainable food 
production 

• To achieve this health 
from all sectors and at all 
scales is required. 



Health and Climate 
Change

• A strong driver to address Climate 
Change comes from human health and 
wellbeing

• The relationships between Health and 
Climate Change  can be seen easily 
through issues such as heat, flooding, 
fires and through air pollution

• Synergies in mitigation action on 
transportation and agriculture can offer 
great improvement in human health and 
wellbeing 



• How you you design your suburb 
to maximise activity and 
nutrition?

• If we were to take petrol out of 
Canberra by 2030, how would 
you sell this vision to the 
community?

• What are the barriers to this 
vision for Canberra and how can 
we overcome them? 
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