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Will future towns and cities focus on
fithess?

In a 2017 speech, Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson accused UK town
planning laws of favouring the opening of fast food outlets over new gyms
and fitness hubs. The Paralympian is undoubtedly on to something, but it
will take more than the shuttering of fried chicken shops to tackle the
growing public health crisis in our towns and cities.

When one thinks of the Industrial Revolution, it tends to conjure up images
of huge machinery, workhouses, dirt and disease.

Such was the horrendous impact of the latter - especially cholera, typhoid
and typhus - the period provoked a profound change in Britain's approach
to town planning and public health.

It marked the first time a connection was made between the impact of the
built environment on our well-being.

Fast-forward a couple of centuries, and the Dickensian, grime-laden
workhouses synonymous with that period have thankfully now gone. But in
their place has sprung up an urban scourge almost as damaging to our
health: fast food shops.

According to Cambridge University's Centre for Diet and Activity Research
(CEDAR), in England alone there are now 56,638 takeaways - an 8%
increase over the past three years. The data indicate the greatest
concentration of outlets can be found in areas with high unemployment
levels and deprivation.
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Such is the level of concern over takeaway culture in London - where close
to 40% of children are believed to obese or overweight by the time they are
11 - Mayor Sadig Khan recently revealed plans to introduce new legislation
that would ban new fast food outlets from opening within 400 metres of a
school in the capital.

But going on CEDAR's research alone, this would suggest it is becoming
easier to open fast food shops on our high streets - despite the promises of
some local authorities in the past to impose restrictions and do the very
opposite.

Gyms not Greggs

In addition to her damning comments on town planning laws, Baroness
Grey-Thompson, speaking at a conference hosted by the health body she
chairs, ukactive, called for: "'more flexible planning regulations and business
rates to maximise the transformational health impact these venues can
have on communities.”

Can this be true? Are councils and town planners really more predisposed
to greenlighting a Greggs over a gym?

"To an extent, Baroness Grey-Thompson is right in her assertion that it's
easier to get planning permission for takeaways and betting shops than it
is for gyms and fitness centres,” says one former town councillor in charge
of planning, who asked to remain anonymous.

"There's a whole host of factors that people granting planning permission
within councils will consider when looking at a planning application. This will
range from noise and parking, to transport and accessibility.

In many cases, takeaways and betting shops tick more of these boxes due
to them operating at a lower volume and providing a relatively
straightforward proposition.”

The former councillor believes governments need to exercise "a greater

deal of common sense” in prioritising the social and physical benefits of
gyms and fitness centres.
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Balancing act

Others, however, aren't entirely in agreement with Grey-Thompson's
assertions. According to Harry Burchill, England policy officer at the Royal
Town Planning Institute (RTPI), public health now forms a major plank of
modern planning policy in the UK.

While he agrees that relaxing business rates for fitness centres could be a
benefit, Burchill also isn't sure how effective the wholesale closure of
takeaways might be in tackling the root causes of poor health levels in
disadvantaged areas.

"Planning should be playing a much wider role in promoting healthy
lifestyles than simply making it difficult for people to open hot food
takeaways,” he explains.

"It is about ensuring new development takes place in sustainable locations
and designing places so that physical activity becomes much more part of
our day-to-day lives - such as making cycling and walking a more
attractive option than driving. We are getting better at this."

Burchill also believes giving rubber-stamped precedence to fitness centres
over places of retail might, in some instances, hurt the vibrancy of some
town centres - which, in turn, could have an adverse effect on both the
physical and mental health of citizens.

"We mustn't lose sight of the fact that the planning system is there to
achieve balance,” he says.

"We could go down the road of changing permitted development rights to
make it easier for gyms to open in town centres without planning

permission, but that is no guarantee that we will get more of them.

"This will also make it less likely for achieving a healthy mix of retail and
business so vital to the vibrancy of our town centres.”
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Healthy architecture

For Dr Louis Rice, senior lecturer in healthy architecture and urbanism at
UWE Bristol, the UK might lag behind the likes of Scandinavian countries in
terms of policies and implementation, but there is evidence that 'healthy
architecture’ here is on the rise.

He cites the introduction of the National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence (NICE), which advocates local authorities create healthier
spaces for incidental and planned physical activity - for instance,
designing buildings that encourage people to walk up stairs rather than
take the lift.

"This is part of a wider trend whereby medical agencies shift from
prescribing medicines for illness towards prescribing healthier lifestyles,
particularly through the design of the built environment,” says Rice.

As well as encouraging people to walk more, NICE guidelines also highlight
the benefits of being able to get around by bike. Should British cities strive
to emulate the likes of Copenhagen where over 41% of commmutes across
the city are made on two wheels?

There are indications that we are catching up in this regard; London, in
particular, has seen a boom in the creation of cycle lanes in recent years.
There could be more to come, too. In September, Mayor Khan revealed
plans for a new segregated cycle 'superhighway' across South East London
to improve safety for cyclists on one of the city's busiest routes.

More people are likely to be swayed to not drive to work if the route is easier
on the eye, believes Dr Jenna Panter, a senior research associate at CEDAR.
This is where town planning can make a big difference, she says.

"There are ways to design neighbourhoods that encourage activity. People
are more likely to walk and cycle in their neighbourhood if it is safe, well
connected and has good local amenities.”

In 2015 the NHS launched ‘Healthy New Towns', an experimental initiative,
which aims to build ten new housing developments from scratch across
England. In essence, the project - carried out in collaboration with property
developers - aims to place healthy living at the heart of home building in
the future.
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Although singling the initiative out for praise, Rice isn't sure widespread
implementation is practical in the long run.

"Whilst building from scratch might be ideal, the majority of the UK towns
and cities will require retrofitting to improve health,” he says.

In other words, our cities will need to adapt their existing infrastructures.
Limiting the number of fast food joints on the high street is just the start.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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