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Climate Café: How you can improve 
your health by acting on climate 
change 

 

Dr Arnagretta Hunter  

Monday, 18 March 2019 

The most common causes of death in Australia are lifestyle-related chronic diseases such as 

diabetes, liver, heart and kidney disease. Unfortunately our sedentary lifestyles and poor 

diets are major contributors to these debilitating conditions and are also causing rising levels 

of obesity across the population. 

At the same time, we are witnessing the mounting impacts of climate change. For example, 

Canberra’s average maximum temperature in 2018 was 2.2°C above the long term average 

maximum and January 2019 was the hottest month on record for Australia. 

But what if we could extend our lives and tackle climate change at the same time? More 

active transport such as walking or cycling, spending less time in our cars and growing and 

consuming food locally not only improve our wellbeing but also help reduce our greenhouse 

gas emissions. 
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 How would 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? 

About the speaker 

Dr Arnagretta Hunter is a physician and cardiologist with an interest in preventative health 

and public policy. She works in Canberra and regional NSW and is an honorary senior 

clinical lecturer at the ANU Medical School. 

Reflections from discussion tables 

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

In future, housing developments could have minimum standards for inclusions of 

public spaces in the designs. Community gardens with mostly food trees and plants 

should inhabit much of these spaces. The residents would do the maintenance and 

upkeep of these gardens and shared spaces, increasing their physical activity. The 

food items would also provide nutritious sustenance for the neighbourhood.  

Communal activities around these gardens and shared spaces could improve relationships 

between residents and create a positive space in shared living conditions. This positive 

space would create a positive feedback loop whereby people would come regularly for the 

social aspect as well as activity and nutrition needs. Another worthwhile product of these 

shared gardens would be shared eating areas for community cook-ups. These events would 

bring people together to share knowledge about cooking and create opportunities for 

individuals in need that might find care and support within their community.  

 

Changes within existing communities would require a different focus. Important to 

realise how to incorporate changes such as these into community spaces. For 

instance, verges could be used for gardens or veggie patches. Spaces in and 

around the local shops, community centres and schools could incorporate veggie 

and food gardens.  

Parks, walking paths and cycling lanes should have amenities that encourage people to walk 

or ride bicycles. Making these activities pleasant would get people out, walking or riding. 

Improvements could be to include shaded paths with deciduous trees (provide shade in 

summer and sun light in winter) and to have easy access to water. These places could be 

maintained by the users, which would increase physical activity and community ownership of 

these spaces. These areas should have better and more signage for people finding how to 

get around by foot or bike. Also being smart about where to put pathways and ensure these 

are along desired routes that service everyone. 

 

Improving waste disposal by setting up circular economy techniques at the 

community level. For instance, installing community compost bins at easily 

accessible points for a neighbourhood to dispose of their biodegradable waste. 

Also, changing zoning restrictions for animals within city centres – allowing 

chickens, pigs and goats, for example, to be kept closer to the city to consume food 

scraps. Pigs, goats can carry carts around the suburbs! 
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Having stricter guidelines for using motorised vehicles and strong encouragements 

for transitioning to electric cars. Create zoned areas around the city and surrounds 

that restricts the types of cars permitted in those areas. Help to offer experiences 

with new technologies and give ideas for alternatives. Increasing the prevalence of 

carpooling, flexible and accessible bike hire stations and free public transport. 

There are ideas for ways to make driving a personal vehicle more challenging, such as 

removing parking facilities for the most part while still keeping some for those with restricted 

mobility. Ted Trainer (UNSW) came up with the idea of limiting roads for motorised vehicles, 

if there are fewer roads for vehicles then there will be less cars. It is also important to reduce 

city limits so distances to travel are more manageable by more physical active means. 

However, it’s important to acknowledge those areas that are moving to an ageing 

demographic so building and zoning regulations need to be flexible to allow balance of 

density in suburbs, open spaces and outdoor enjoyment. 

 

Education is a huge part – people need to know why they are doing this. Most 

people want to do something but are not sure what to do.  

 

 

 

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

community? 

 

By emphasising the pitfalls of petrol-based transport and offering solutions through 

more appealing and simpler alternatives. For instance, petrol is expensive and 

infrastructure for cars in cities such as garages could be used for public spaces. 

Educate how and why petrol free is better. Give incentives for people to buy and 

own electric cars. Mandate car-free days or regions. Many of the comments in the 

previous section relating to transportation would help promote a petrol-free lifestyle. 

 

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

There are huge systemic barriers, so multiple solutions are needed. Politics, 

especially, is a barrier to solution. Policy, culture, social norms – all must be 

addressed. If the culture and social norms are targeted then regulation and media 

will follow in order to stay relevant. Change people’s mindsets and speak to their 

immediate concerns. 

 

People’s perceptions of their own capabilities – there is a separation between what 

people have done and what they can do. Many think they do not have time for 

these changes. Just about every family has a car, it’s important to figure out how to 

encourage people to decide to change how they get around. Many believe they 

lack enough stamina or their fitness level is too low to begin trying other forms of 
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transport (non-car). Weather can also be a barrier to bike use. Loss aversion and 

perceptions of loss is a strong disincentive for change. We need to understand what people 

are afraid of losing if they give up their cars so we can work around this.    

 

To overcome these barriers culture change is necessary – a unifying vision for the 

city. An interim step could be petrol to electric cars, other forms of transport.  

Promote role models and increase positive feedback around alternative forms of 

transport through social media and mainstream media. Consider rebalancing 

subsidies for different forms of transport (cars have many subsidies) that could 

lower prices of electric bikes, for instance. Improve path maintenance to encourage cycling 

and walking. Improve bike-parking facilities – much of the emphasis is on car parks but could 

be directed toward bike parking. Retrofit existing infrastructure, for example, streets could be 

more people friendly and less for cars. Introducing car-free days has been very successful 

overseas. There could be a plan for the disposal of petrol cars, so people do not buy a new 

petrol car when it will be phased out. 

 

Changing workplace expectations could also have an impact. For example, flexible 

work and study areas to support activity in one place and options to working 

remotely or from home. There are successful programs elsewhere that encourage 

volunteering in workplaces, e.g. Norway has employees do 1 day per month.  

Other ideas could be - Compulsory road safety training for Grade 6 across ACT 

schools (to encourage cycling and active transport); spending a larger percentage of our 

GDP on climate smart transport; engage and pressurise companies that profit from making 

us unhealthy and frail; sell Canberra’s uniqueness and natural beauty like Mt Ainslie & Black 

Mountain. 

  



 

5 
 

Comments from Dr Arnagretta Hunter 

After listening to the results of the discussion session, Dr Hunter summarised them in her 

closing remarks. She acknowledged the complex systemic problem that these issues are 

confronted by for change to occur, and the many interrelationships between complex areas. 

Time pressure is a major barrier to any of these changes. We need to work out mechanisms 

through which we can have more time to improve health and wellbeing for ourselves, 

community and planet.  

Obesity has been defined as the ‘wicked’ problem in public policy and drastic, yet practical 

changes to health and nutrition need to be on our public and personal agendas. To get 

there, we need to normalise life without a car, e.g. car-free days or car-free zones can help 

to normalise this change in urban environments. We can help by training people to improve 

their mobility and gain confidence, e.g. walking or on the bike. We should incorporate more 

trees, more community gardens, linking to personal nutrition and physical activity. Canberra 

has good physical infrastructure, with good potential for retrofitting. 

Education on health and climate synergies is important. We need to encourage the important 

things we can do, especially as climate change is so overwhelming. It’s great to see local 

ideas with practical focus.  
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Discussion notes from each group 
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