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Physical activity and public health

Purpose of report

For information/ noting.

Summary

This report updates Members on the work being undertaken at national and local level to 
create a physical activity legacy post the 2012 Games and its contribution to improved public 
health.

Recommendation

Members are asked to note the report.

Action

Officers to action as appropriate.

Contact officer:  Siraz Natha

Position:             Adviser

Phone no:           078999 74298

E-mail:                siraz.natha@local.gov.uk
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Physical activity and public health

Background

1. Councils are central to the achievement of a lasting physical activity legacy as they are 
the biggest public spenders on community physical activity and sport, spending over £1.5 
billion per year (excluding capital spend), which includes sport and recreation (£905m) 
and open spaces (£797 million) where the majority of this country’s grassroots 
participants take part in physical activity.

2. However, the sporting and physical activity landscape is changing rapidly in response to 
funding pressures and wider public sector reform. There is a more diverse mix of 
providers from different sectors, and councils are increasingly commissioning sport and 
physical activity to achieve wider community outcomes.

3. One of the many positive features of the UK’s bid to host the 2012 Olympic and 
Paralympic Games was the emphasis on creating a physical activity legacy leading up to 
and beyond the 2012 Games.

4. Sport England’s Active People Survey shows that 15.6 million adults now play sport at 
least once a week. This is 1.7 million more people than in 2005, when London was 
selected to host the 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games.

5. The largest growth was amongst young people, with a record 3.9m 16- to 25-year-olds 
playing sport regularly. Within this group the biggest increase came from girls, however 
there is still more work to do to get more women and other lower participating groups to 
increase their involvement in sport and physical activity.

6. Post the 2012 Games, the Cabinet Office established the Olympic and Paralympic 
Legacy Unit, with Lord Coe as its legacy ambassador. The Legacy Unit is responsible for 
overall management of Government legacy projects, which are delivered by individual 
Government departments and organisations. 

7. More recently, Lord Coe met with the former Chairs of the LGA and CTS Board, Sir 
Merrick Cockell and Councillor Flick Rea, where it was agreed that there needed to be 
greater collaborative working between central and local government to make the physical 
activity legacy a reality.

8. Subsequently, the LGA has been working with Public Health England, Sport England and 
other partners to improve connectivity between schemes and providers to ensure more 
people take part in physical activity.

9. Through the LGA Health and Wellbeing System Improvement Programme, we are 
bringing together key data and information on health and wellbeing, and the wider issues 
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that affect it including localised data on physical inactivity. This is to support health and 
wellbeing boards, public health professionals, councils, local people and voluntary 
organisations in their assessment of local needs and priorities, through benchmarking 
and monitoring trends. 

10. The Environment, Economy, Housing and Transport Board have agreed to include active 
travel on the board’s work programme and working with the Community Wellbeing Board 
have established a Task and Finish Group to explore this area in more detail.

Transfer of public health 

11. In April 2013, the responsibility for public health transferred back to councils and this has 
offered significant opportunities of making the linkages between poor health and inactivity 
and find ways to address this.

12. Public Health England (PHE) has reported that physical inactivity contributes to one in six 
deaths and costs the UK economy £7.4 billion each year. PHE claim that regular physical 
activity has substantial health benefits, yet only 50% of adults in England achieve the 
minimum levels as recommended by the four home countries’ Chief Medical Officers 
(CMO), in their Start Active, Stay Active report (2011).

13. Within the report, it is recommended that to obtain the health benefits from participating in 
physical activity, adults should aim to be active daily. Over a week, activity should add up 
to at least 150 minutes (2½ hours) of moderate intensity activity in bouts of 10 minutes or 
more. Alternatively, comparable benefits can be achieved through 75 minutes of vigorous 
intensity activity spread across the week or combinations of moderate and vigorous 
intensity activity. 

14. At a recent Parliamentary debate on physical activity, Jane Ellison MP, Minister for Public 
Health stated that there appeared to be a lack of awareness about the CMO guidelines 
and that the Government has commissioned work to explore how this message can be 
communicated better.  

15. The LGA has consistently highlighted the leadership role that councils are playing to lead 
and sustain a local physical activity legacy, in places where there is a physical 
infrastructure legacy, and where there is not. A priority throughout has been spreading 
the benefits from physical activity across the whole country. 

16. Councils are being creative in how they promote greater increases in physical activity in a 
more demanding financial climate, because of the benefits to people’s health and the 
opportunities from the public health transfer. Councils are joining with each other to share 
services, negotiating contracts to get the most out of every pound, sourcing external 
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funding and working with voluntary groups, local sports clubs and business to keep costs 
down and keep services going.

17. Councils are well-placed as leaders and facilitators to reverse the tide of inactivity. The 
LGA is supporting councils through our political leadership programme with Sport 
England (which so far has reached over 100 sport and physical activity portfolio holders), 
and joining up the LGA’s health improvement offer under the auspices of the Community 
Wellbeing Board.

18. Councils such as Birmingham, Blackburn with Darwen and Leeds have all implemented 
physical activity schemes which are increasing participation rates, which are contributing 
to improved public health benefits. 

Creating a physical activity legacy

19. Since the 2012 Games, councils have continued to develop innovative ways to increase 
physical activity rates amongst their populations and despite financial challenges are 
engaging with partners to commission and facilitate a more joined up local physical 
activity offer. For example, Birmingham City Council’s ‘Be Active’ scheme has seen the 
council’s sport, parks and public health teams combine their offers to provide free and 
subsidised activities at their leisure centres, swimming pools and parks. This has resulted 
in an increase in participation rates across city, especially amongst those on lower 
incomes.
  

20. Earlier this year, the Government launched the ‘Moving More, Living More’ physical 
activity initiative, which is a cross governmental approach to integrating physical activity 
provisions across departmental priorities. The LGA is a member of this group. 

21. One activity emerging from the ‘Moving More, Living More’ initiative has been the 
organising of five regional physical activity workshops, which were jointly organised by 
the LGA, Public Health England, County Sports Partnerships and ukactive. Over 700 
people attended the workshops across the country.

22. Further initiatives to create a physical activity legacy include:

   Public Health England (PHE) has co-produced 'Everybody active, every day', an 
evidence-based approach to improve the nation's health through everyday activity. 
The document groups what PHE see as opportunities for action using four domains: 
active society, moving professionals, active environments and moving at scale.

   Sport England’s ‘Get Active fund’, which is aimed at projects that will focus on the 
least active.
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   The Government’s Cycling and Walking Plan, which attempts to integrate cycling and 
walking provisions within wider transport strategy. 

   Walking cities – Five cities were awarded walking city funding in 2013 by the 
Department of Health as part of the Cycling City Ambition Grant. Birmingham, Leeds/ 
Bradford, Manchester, Norwich and Cambridge shared a total of £1.2m to increase 
walking by capitalising on cycling infrastructure and tackling the barriers to walking. 
Living Streets are working with three of the cities (Birmingham, Leeds/Bradford and 
Norwich) to measure the impact of the walking initiatives.

   A further £8m of National Lottery funding announced to give disabled people  across 
the country more opportunities to get into sport 

23. The LGA has also prioritised the importance of public health in its ‘Investing in our 
Nation’s future’ campaign. The commitment is to tackle obesity amongst children and 
ensure more people live healthier lives.

24. Councils are also responding to the challenges posed by inactivity. A report by ukactive 
‘steps to solving inactivity’ mentions that in the last year councils have doubled spending 
on physical activity provision from 2% to 4% from their public health budgets.  A foreword  
by the Prime Minister is very positive about the work councils are leading to increase 
physical activity. 

25.  On 23 October 2014, a small delegation of council leaders, chairs of Health and 
Wellbeing Boards and portfolio holders met with Jane Ellison MP, Minister for Public 
Health at the launch of 'Everybody Active, Every Day' to discuss with her the 
opportunities and challenges for local government in the area of physical activity following 
the transfer of public health responsibility back to local government.

Way forward

26. The LGA will continue to work in partnership with the ‘Moving More, Living More’ group to 
develop further collaborative initiatives between national and local government and its 
partners to increase physical activity levels.

27. The LGA will also continue to work jointly with Sport England to deliver the sport and 
physical activity leadership programme. This includes one day workshops in December 
2014 and the Eleventh Leadership Essentials Sport event in February 2015. 

28. The CTS Board to continue supporting other LGA Boards, in particular the Community 
Wellbeing Board to ensure there is an integrated approach across local government to 
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maximise the contribution that increased physical activity levels can have on improving 
public health. 


