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	Introduction

During this report the effects of physical activity on the people of Wales, its relevancy within the current climate will be analyzed and examined, including research for the benefits and possible limitations on the Public Health sector. What impact does physical activity have on our mental health along with our bodies? How has the Covid 19 outbreak affected our ability to be active? Are there links to childhood obesity in Wales and physical development? What measures have been put in place to support and assist the Welsh population?  These questions and a series of others will be researched to determine a steady conclusion based off facts and data. 


Physical Activity and the known benefits
People who are regularly active have up to 50% reduced risk of developing a major chronic disease such as stroke, heart disease, some cancers and diabetes. Activities including walking, running, dancing, swimming, yoga or even gardening improve not only the body, but the mind also (Mentalhealth.org,2021).  Premature death rates also fall by 20-30%. 
The cost of being physically inactive to Wales alone is around £650 million annually (Welsh Assembly Gov,2009). A report by The Wales Audit office 2007 named Increasing Physical Activity, estimates the cost of inactivity to the NHS in Wales and to the Welsh economy in general.  As a solution to this cost, The Welsh Assembly have a 5-year strategic action plan to increase the percentage of adults meeting the recommended 30 minutes of moderate exercise at least 5 days a week. Focusing on incorporating daily movement into our everyday routines, the plan is the Welsh Assembly Governments approach to improving the quality and length of life to the Welsh population.
Health Challenge Wales aims to guide members of the public to information helping them improve their fitness, such as free swimming, which is funded by The Welsh Assembly Government for children and young people aged 16 and under during all school holidays (NHS,2022). Many local authorities include 60+ free swimming all year round.



Alongside the physical benefits of movement, other known incentives include: 
· A sense of purpose, a way to socialize and meet new people. Through clubs, gyms, and groups dedicated to walking, swimming or cycling for instance.
· Reduce Fatigue, mental and physical stress, decrease tension.
· Natural endorphins stabilize mood, less frustration and increased motivation.
· A sense of achievement.
· Being outdoors, ‘green exercise’ reduces depression and anxiety, releases endorphins, dopamine and serotonin (Harber and Sutton,1984) 
· Being active through late March to Mid-September Increases Vitamin D, boosting the immune system, promoting bone growth and preventing osteoporosis (Woodland Trust,2019). 

A greater exposure to natural environments, such as beaches, woodlands or parks, is associate with better health and wellbeing, (Grahn and Stigsdotter,2003). While living in greener urban areas is associated with lower probabilities of cardiovascular disease, obesity, diabetes, asthma, and mortality among adults, and improved cognitive development in children (Vicente,2016). 
The benefits of outdoor activity may be clear on our mental and physical state, yet whilst more than 80% of adults in Wales take part in some type of outdoor recreation at least once a year, only around a quarter do so regularly (Welsh Gov,2022).

Physical Activity and the impact of the Covid -19 Pandemic
A survey conducted by Public Health Wales in 2021 revealed that people are less concerned about catching the Coronavirus but feel their mental and physical health has worsened since the beginning of the pandemic (PHW,2021). The public engagement survey noted 42% of people surveyed agreed their mental health had declined, while 40% saw their physical health suffer (NHS.Wales,2021). These figures are concerning, as regular and long-term physical exercise enhances the immune system, acts as a natural inflammatory, reduces the risk of chronic diseases and improves general resistance (Shephard et al,1991).
Vaughan Gethin, on behalf of the Welsh Government, warned of tougher measures if people did not stay at home, during the outbreak. He added he would ‘rather not’ ban exercise outside of the home, but it was a likely possibility (BBC News,2020). Being asked to stay home, create new workout routines and adapting to these changes may have caused added frustrations and anxiety (PHW,2020).
Savanta Comres, on behalf of Sport Wales interviewed 1,007 Welsh adults from the 8th of May to 12th May 2020, of which over half felt that the lockdown had impacted their exercise regime. Isolation meant that new ways to stay active were explored, with 62% of those interviewed finding home workouts and online classes or videos to keep themselves moving. 

However, only 56% of adults said they found exercising this way enjoyable, as the social element and lack of competition or teamwork affected motivation.
Quarantine, self-isolation, shielding and maintaining social distance also had severe affects on mental health, increasing psychological distress such as anxiety and depression (MHF,2022). Increases in sedentary behavior emerged, feeding the countries stress levels. Children and the elderly are especially impacted, with loneliness and the lack of physical contact affecting these groups significantly. With the limiting of outdoor spaces, and that many elderlies are digitally excluded, and cannot rely on technology to stay active.
The over 75s make up the highest proportion of non- users, with just 15% saying they would like to use the internet. Among this group 79%, or four out of the five asked said lack of digital skills and lack of trust online, along with no access or equipment were the main deterrents (AgeUK,2021).
Age Cymru offer guidance and support, especially to the over 70s who were isolated, with their Check In and Chat Service. Simple exercises like standing, gentle stretching and walking between rooms is encouraged. As restrictions eased, Chair based classes for the elderly were introduced, where a trained instructor takes the class through simple activities while seated to music. This provides a great social element to physical activity for the elderly and ensures their safety while doing so. Local authorities offering free swim, discounted yoga or Zumba classes were also highly beneficial. Low impact functioning training (LIFT), walk and talk groups and Thai Chi classes are currently running again, in line with Welsh Government guidelines (AgeUK,2022). These classes are designed to provide special support and encouragement, walking at a comfortable pace for everyone and ensuring no one is left behind. The Walk and Talk service is also an excellent resource, free to those who feel they would like to walk but are now nervous going out alone. A trained volunteer walks with them in their local area. This is a great step forward for the elderly in Wales, as muscle strength and balance reduces with age, along with stamina and ability (AgeCymru,2020). Exercises designed to improve muscle strength reduces the risk of falls by improving posture, coordination and balance. Around 1% of muscle mass is lost annually after the age of 55. Offering support while preventing these figures is paramount.
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	Childhood Obesity in Wales and Physical Development
	The rates of Childhood obesity in Wales are the highest in the UK. 35% of under 16s are overweight or obese.
Just 14-17% of children aged 11-16 years do the recommended amount of physical activity. A report by the Senedd found physical activity is being replaced in the school’s curriculum, and that the majority of Welsh schools do not meet the 120 minutes a week recommendation (Senedd Wales, 2019).


	
	

	Enabling change in Wales

Vaughan Gethin AM, Minister for Health and Social Services, recognizes the rising figures across the nation, and plans to enable change in a series of events rather than a single solution. Stating that the habits of the population have worsened over decades and generations and not overnight. The changes proposed are as follows:

· Healthy weight – Healthy Wales: to be led by a National Implementation board which will be accountable to Ministers.

· Wellbeing of future Generations (Wales) Act 2015

· Public Health Wales to set out plans in local areas, developing resources and supporting plans for healthier lifestyles.

· The Active Travel (Wales) Act 2013 to support physical activity. The landmark Welsh law was developed to make cycling and walking in Wales easier for its people, reducing car usage and enabling positive behavioral changes to our daily routines.

· Support active travel to school. Enhancing safe routes through working with communities and encouraging behaviour change through the Active Journeys programme.

· Investments in local play areas and parks, cycle paths and footpaths, and loans and grants for communities to build necessary facilities.

· Wales: A Play Friendly Country. Statutory guidance to local authorities on securing sufficient play opportunities for children in their areas.

· School holiday Enrichment Programme (SHEP). Provides physical activity, enrichment sessions and healthy meals to children in areas of social deprivation during school holidays.

· Healthy Colleges and University Framework to support implementation and opportunities across campuses. 

· Schemes such as Cycle to Work to be promoted in universities and the workplace. 



· Ensuring obesity is a tier 1 target for Local Health Boards. Embed daily physical activity at an early stage within primary schools, by expanding programmes such as ‘The Daily Mile’. Also providing access to green spaces and looking at playground design. 
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	Conclusion
As shown in the research study, the affects of physical inactivity on the population of Wales is drastic. 
While organizations and local authorities may offer supportive policies and guidance that reduce barriers, it is ultimately a lifestyle choice that must be enjoyable for the participant, in order to see a permanent change in the populations habits.
The direct link between our mental health and our physical activity levels has been assessed, with a strong evidence-based link to suggest that in order to feel fulfilled in our lifestyles, exercise should be regularly factored into our routines, even if the exercise isn’t of a gym or class setting. The partaking in tasks such as gardening have an equal impact on our wellbeing, and the benefits of outside exercise, green spaces and fresh air have been discussed.
While the coronavirus pandemic hit a large number of us socially, the options to stay motivated and keep active was encouraged by the Welsh Government. Many solutions were offered, with group classes turning to the internet to keep people in touch. Alas, this had a detrimental affect on the elderly population, who gave reasons such as lack of technology skills and being digitally excluded.
An improvement has been since the easing of restrictions, with many local authorities opening back up centers and classes, and holding regular meet ups with those willing to participate.
The Welsh Government recognized the failings on us as an unfit nation, investing £5 million into its Healthy Weight: Healthy Wales scheme, hoping to encourage more people to take part in physical activity and active sport and recreation. The scheme has shown promise, and hopes by 2025 to see significant benefits on especially the younger generation going forward.
In spite of the Governments best efforts however, there is still an increase in the obesity rates of children since lockdown eased. Adults too, are seeing an increase annually, with 10,000 new obesity cases each year. While physical activity levels and sedentariness are among some of the poorest globally here, it is worth noting that cheap convenience food, and factors such as poverty and disadvantaged communities not seeing the benefits of the authorities’ efforts in regards to facilities need to be tackled, in order to hit the crisis head on and give the younger generation the chance to live longer than their parents.
I believe therefore, that small, sustainable lifestyle changes are the key to prevention rather than a major overhaul or shift. Better parks and green spaces, more incentives and chances to be outdoors safely for all generations and cheaper facilities may be the answer to the nations dilemma. 
Developing a sense of community and bridging the gap between the older and younger generations would too be beneficial to both our social and mental states. In the long term, incorporating blasts of short physical activity, such as walking more and driving less, and making use of the natural resources we have as a country, such as the diverse rugged coastline and beaches on offer and mountainous national parks, may be the answer to our general wellbeing and fitness.
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