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Introduction

Within this report the issue of obesity and in particular, obesity in Wales will be highlighted together with improvements being made to reduce obesity levels in Wales.

The Welsh Government (2019) have set out a draft plan through a consultation document with proposals to help achieve and maintain a healthy weight for the people of Wales, while acknowledging that obesity is preventable, which can cause ill health together with premature death as a result action is required to improve the situation for the people of Wales now and in the future. The National Assembly for Wales (2019) and the Public Health Wales Observatory (2019) agree that obesity is a major health concern which can led to other health conditions while increasing the demands placed upon the National Health Service (NHS) in Wales.

Areas examined within this report where improvements may be made are by focusing on educating children in the school environment on healthy eating through breakfast clubs while encouraging improvements to the environment and fitness levels through physical activity by introducing a healthier fitter lifestyle to children in a bid to improve the health of adults today and in future generations.



What is Obesity?

The definition of obesity according to Merriam-Webster (2019) is when a persons’ body has an extensive amount of fat stored. While the World Health Organization (WHO) (2019) further define obesity as when an abnormal amount of fat is stored by a person in accordance to their height and weight.


Causes of obesity

NHS UK (2016) specify that obesity is normally caused by the consumption of high energy food and drinks especially those containing fats and sugars which are then stored by the body as fat when there is a lack of physical activity and lifestyle choices. Furthermore, obesity occurs gradually over time not overnight and is usually caused by environmental factors including the development of bad eating habits in childhood. NHS UK (2016) further acknowledge that at times obesity can be due to rare genetic conditions while some medical conditions such as an underactive thyroid can cause weight gain.



The effects of obesity

According to BUPA (2019) some of the effects of being obese are general issues such as feeling uncomfortable, difficulty carrying out physical activity, breathlessness together with practical issues such as finding comfortable clothing. Being obese can also affect a persons’ self-esteem and lower confidence levels as they may feel ashamed or rejected by how they are viewed by others.

Obesity can also lead to many more serious health complications which may include:
Type 2 diabetes
High blood pressure
Stroke
Coronary heart disease
Cancer (breast and bowel cancer)
Sleep problems
Back pain and osteoarthritis
Gallstones
Stress and anxiety
Infertility
(BUPA, 2019) (BBC Science, 2014)



Who does obesity affect?

Diabetes UK (2019) state that the UK currently has the highest rates of obesity in Europe with approximately 28.1% of adults obese and 63.4% overweight, these figures are expected to increase over the next 20 years to 26 million people. Young people and children are also increasingly being diagnosed as obese in England nearly 31.2% of children between the ages of 2 to 15 years are diagnosed as obese (Diabetes UK, 2019). Lewis and Leitch (2015) emphasis that in Europe one third of obese children are British.

While Public Health Network Cymru (2019) recognise that since 2008 57% of adults in Wales are either overweight or obese, also identified is that 22% of adults classed as obese and higher obese levels are in poorer more deprived areas. The Welsh Government (2019) acknowledge that six out of every ten adults and one out of four children of reception age are either overweight or obese. The graph below illustrates the high rates of obesity in Wales together with age and gender including the increasing high number of children classed as obese (Cancer Research UK, 2016).
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(Cancer Research UK, 2016)
Clarke (2019) reported that obesity in Wales is the biggest risk to health overtaking smoking while further stating that approximately 10,000 more adults every year are becoming obese. Thomas (2018) identifies that the highest number of obese or overweight people are usually from deprived, low income areas with high unemployment where often funding has been reduced to leisure services exaggerating the obese issue further.




Welsh Government initiatives to reduce obesity in Wales by creating healthy settings and environments

The Welsh Government (2019) highlight that most people in Wales spend a large amount of their day within various settings and environments which can have a negative impact on health from fast-foods to vending machines together with travelling by car rather than physical activity like walking or cycling. Further recognised is that many negative lifestyle choices are developed from a young age, by educating in positive healthy choices to the younger generation could help impact on not only todays’ children but also on their parents together with future generations (Welsh Government, 2019). The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH) (2019) agree that by focusing on addressing the issues of obesity in childhood by creating good health choices and healthier children would help to create future healthier adults and generations to come.

Therefore, the Welsh Government (2019) propose to use the school environment to promote and improve a healthy lifestyle by improving understanding on food, nutrition and well-being. In 2013, the UK Government established legislation where nutritional standards and requirements were set out for schools dictating what foods should be provided by the schools or educating establishment (nursery) to ensure that only foods of a healthy, nutritional value are provided such as fruit and vegetables but no confectionary items are included such as chocolate therefore establishing and calculating the correct amount of nutrients and energy which should be provided within a school meal (UK Government, 2013). Bergman (2015) agrees that the school environment is crucial in enabling school age children to receive a well-balanced, nutritious meals while gaining an understanding on how to maintain a healthy weight together with providing physical activities.
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(Wales NHS, 2018)



Breakfast clubs in Welsh Schools

The Welsh Government (2015) state that all children attending a local authority maintained primary school would receive a free school breakfast. If the school does not provide a school breakfast, then this could be requested to the local authority who must then provide them unless it is deemed unreasonable.

Jones, Powell, Smith and Reakes (2006) suggest that breakfast clubs are a positive step in providing children with a balanced nutritious start to their school day with the added benefits of education of healthy food, increasing attendance and punctuality while helping to improve behavioural problems together with starting the school day in a positive calm mood. Breakfast clubs are often essential in areas of poverty or low-income areas where in the home environment no breakfast is provided. Breakfast clubs can also be of benefit to the adult family members as the child would be in a secure supervised environment which could help the adult be providing additional support while working or seeking employment (Jones, Powell, Smith and Reakes, 2006).

Hopkins (2012) reported that Wales had the highest rate of child poverty in the UK and the Welsh Government breakfast clubs have been a positive way to tackle this by providing free school breakfasts in the most disadvantaged areas of the country which have helped improve education, learning and attendance while pupils receive a healthy start to their day.

Breakfast clubs are so popular in some areas of Wales that it has been reported by several sources that parents have queued from the early hours of the morning to ensure that their children are signed up to their schools breakfast clubs as numbers are limited and allocated on a ‘first-come-first-served' basis (ITV Report and Busby, 2018).




Development of physical activity and exercise

The National Assembly for Wales (2019) recognise that a major contributing factor to obesity is a culmination of lack of physical exercise or activity together with an excessive sedentary behaviour therefore targeted welsh schools to carry out at least 5 times a week 60 minutes of physical activity and to encourage children of all abilities to participate and become involved in many differing sporting activities.

The Welsh Assembly Government (2009) created a plan to make Wales healthier by increasing activity levels throughout Wales and identified areas which need to be addressed in order to improve the health and fitness of the people of Wales as: 
·  Development and maintenance of physical environments which are safe and easy for individuals in their choice to be more physically active
· Support of children and young adults to encourage them to live fit and active lives in order to become fit adults
· Encouragement of adults to become more active, more regularly and throughout their lives
· Improve and increase participation thought all sports by the whole population
(Welsh Assembly Government, 2009)

Vision for Sport (2019) further anticipate an improvement of opportunities in relation to changing lifestyles for welsh people and their families, while encouraging employers to create and support sports and recreation by facilitating their land and providing showers and bicycle racks together with being flexible to support participation within sports. 

Sport Wales (2019) carried out a survey of 120,000 children and young people in order for them to express their opinions on sport and well-being the results of which are shown below.
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(Sport Wales, 2019)



The Daily Mile Cymru

In 2017, the Welsh Government officially launched ‘The Daily Mile’ in Wales, with support from members of Public Health Wales and sporting stars. The initiative is aimed towards primary school children where throughout their school day they are encouraged to participate for 15 minutes a day in activities not requiring any special equipment such as running, walking or jogging. This is to encourage the children in an easy and fun way to improve their well-being and health (Welsh Government, 2017).

‘The Daily Mile’ was established and is promoted by the charity The Daily Mile Foundation in order to encourage children to be fit and active without being competitive while improving and achieving a healthy weight for all abilities. The added benefits of the ‘Daily Mile’ is also to improve children’s social, physical, mental and emotional well-being. The ‘Daily Mile’ has been launched globally with 59 countries taking part, while in the UK 5904 schools currently participate (The Daily Mile Foundation, 2019).

The minister for social services and public health in Wales, Rebecca Evans describes the ‘Daily Mile’ as ‘innovative’ and as a result contacted all welsh primary schools in order to encourage them to participate in the ‘Daily Mile’ to improve the health and well-being of their pupils (Welsh Government, 2017). While McIvor (2018) praises the ‘Daily Mile’ as school children are able to make noticeable improvements to their health through the scheme.

Following on from the success of the ‘Daily Mile’ The Daily Mile Foundation launched ‘Fit for Life’ which is aimed at secondary schools, colleges and universities to encourage the participants to carry out 15 minutes physical activity a day in order to become fitter, healthier, happier, more refreshed and in order to reduce stress (The Daily Mile Foundation, 2019).



Conclusion

It has been established throughout this report that the Welsh Government is aiming and working to improve the health and fitness of the people of Wales as a result of this, should therefore, ensure that the amount of obese and overweight people in Wales should decrease overall.

Through education in schools to the younger generations the Welsh Government is preparing and informing todays’ children on basic nutrition and exercise in order to improve their health and well-being. The success of the breakfast clubs in schools in Wales by providing primary children with a free nutritional balanced meal to begin their school day is a positive step forward.

As obesity is also due to a lack of physical activity by the Welsh Government promoting sport and exercise in Wales to both children and adults together with ‘The Daily Mile’ initiatives should also have a major impact on reducing obesity levels in Wales to make Wales a healthier place to live.
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