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Introduction
There is now widespread recognition that the built and natural environments are
important ‘determinants of health’. In other words, the way that we plan, and design
places has a significant influence over whether communities can live healthy lives. This is
not so much about whether plans include health care facilities, such as GP surgeries and
hospitals (although health care services are important), it is about shaping the
environment so that it is easy and affordable for everyone to live healthy lives in order to
help prevent illness. Whilst this is a relatively new priority, national planning policy and
guidance now requires planning authorities throughout the country to seek ways to do
this effectively.
The public health team at Hertfordshire County Council is supporting four districts,
including Three Rivers District Council, that are in the process of reviewing their Local
Plans to ensure that evidence and arguments are used to support strong health and
wellbeing policy content. They have commissioned the TCPA to help achieve this.
This brief report has been written by the TCPA for Claire May, Head of Planning Policy &
Projects, and her team at Three Rivers District Council. It provides a summary of local
health issues that could be influenced – for better or worse – by changes to the built
environment. The aim of this report is to support the planning policy team as they revise
the Local Plan, to help ensure that its potential for supporting improved local health, and
reducing health inequalities in the community, is maximised.

About the TCPA
The Town & Country Planning Association (TCPA – www.tcpa.org.uk) campaigns for the
reform of the UK’s planning system to make it more responsive to people’s needs and
aspirations and to promote sustainable development. During the last 10 years the TCPA
has established itself as the leading organisation in the UK concerned with creating
places in which it is easier for people to live healthier lives. Nationally, it has published
highly influential reports highlighting the ways in which the built and natural
environments can be improved to facilitate healthier living.
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The links between planning and good health
There is currently an epidemic of preventable illness in England, and many other
developed countries. For instance, the British Medical Association estimates that around
50% of all GP appointments are for illnesses that could have been avoided1.
Many health conditions find their root in a lack of physical activity, poor diet and social
isolation. These are all highly influenced by the environments in which people live, which
in turn are influenced by planning. Planning also influences other factors, such as
opportunities for employment, access to green spaces, transport and air pollution – all of
which influence people’s health. Consequently, the creation of a new Local Plan is an
important opportunity to shape the future environment in ways that could help support
the health of the population for many years to come. Local health evidence is an important
part of the evidence base for any Local Plan and should be included and used to inform
policies and strategies.

The importance of physical activity
One of the most important factors determining health is regular physical activity. Physical
activity helps protects people against multiple physical and mental illnesses, and even
relatively gentle physical activity is beneficial2. It is because of the multiple health benefits
of day-to-day activity that helping people – of all ages and fitness levels – be active is such
an important part of planning healthier places. One of the best forms of everyday physical
activity is active travel, such as walking and cycling, which is affordable to all ages and is
achievable by almost everyone. The diagram below from Public Health England shows how
physical activity can lower many different health risks.
“If physical activity were a drug, we would refer to it as a ‘miracle cure’” (Dame Sally
Davies, Chief Medical Officer, 2019)3
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Health inequalities – why do they matter?
Health inequalities are unfair and avoidable differences in people’s health and life
expectancy. They tend to correlate with people’s socioeconomic situation – better off
people tend to live longer lives and spend a higher proportion of those long lives in good
health.
Health inequalities are objective, and measurable, and are measured by public health
teams – unlike ‘health’ and ‘wellbeing’, which are less easy to define and are not measured.
As such, ‘reducing local health inequalities’ is a very useful, measurable objective to
include within Local Plans and policies, and monitoring reports. However, it should be
recognised that the causes of health inequalities are multiple and complex and planning
policy is just one of a very large number of contributing factors.
The way that places are planned and designed can help to reduce – or increase – health
inequalities.

Childhood obesity
In England around one third of all children are overweight or obese. Children who are
overweight or obese are more likely to suffer physical health problems such as type 2
diabetes and mental health problems such as poor self-esteem. They are more likely to
grow into adults with higher risk of a range of health issues, including heart and liver
problem 4 . Children who are physically active are less likely to be overweight.
Consequently, creating places that enable children to be active can contribute to reducing
a wide range of short and long-term health problems.

Health priorities in Hertfordshire
Across the county, the relevant priorities (ie those that could be influenced by planning) in
the Hertfordshire Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2016-2020 are:
• Reducing health inequalities;
• Increasing physical activity and reducing obesity in adults;
• Helping the over 65s remain physically active;
• Provide suitable homes for older people.

Health in Three Rivers district
Three Rivers district, in common with most places, includes diverse communities – some
with relatively good health, some with very poor health. Consequently, it is important not
to rely on ‘average’ data, which can cover up stark inequalities and hide areas with
particularly poor health.
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See ‘Childhood Obesity a Plan for Action – Chapter 2’, HM Government (2018)
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Looking at data for Three Rivers, the Hertfordshire’s Director of Public Health Annual
Report 2018/19 shows:
•

Health inequalities: life expectancy is 7.5 years lower for men, and 7.9 years lower
for women, in the most deprived areas of Three Rivers compared with the least
deprived.

This means that the lives of people in the more deprived areas of the district are almost
eight years shorter than the lives of the most affluent, a considerable health inequality.
In spatial terms, South Oxhey ward experiences worse health outcomes than the district
as a whole and 31.8% of adults (19+) were not physically active in 2016/17.
Health problems in Three Rivers are concentrated in some particular areas of the District,
especially in the south which includes South Oxhey ward, part of which is the 6th most
deprived area in the county. The map below shows the darker areas have the worst health
and disability deprivation:
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Source:
http://hertscc.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=faa9c3160cf8409ba0
82fd73a597df20#
The ward profile below shows us that in Three Rivers as a whole, 19.3% of children are
overweight when they start school in reception year, but by the time they leave primary
school 29.7% are overweight. So, one in three children in Three Rivers leaves primary
school overweight, with all the long-term health consequences that implies.
However, in South Oxhey ward, more than 38% of children leave primary school
overweight.

Source:
https://www.hertshealthevidence.org/data.aspx?searchInput=&page=1&resultsPerPage
=10&view=card&categoryfilters=0/1/22/889/1030/1034
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If we also look at people living with illness and disability in Three Rivers, this is at 14.5%
which is slightly more than the average in the county (14.3%). However, in Abbots Langley
& Bedmond, Carpenders Park and South Oxhey wards it’s at more than 17% of the
population, which is a lot more than the county average.

How could planning policy influence this?
Planning policy and the development that results from it over the next few decades could
help improve the health of the population of Three Rivers – or, potentially, increase health
inequalities.
In brief the following should be considered:
-

-

Using data from the Hertfordshire Joint Strategic Needs Assessment5 and other
public health data as part of the evidence base for the Local Plan.
Adopting a strategic objective in the Local Plan to help reduce health inequalities.
Understanding the evidence of where the worst health in the district is, and trying
to ensure that new development in or near these locations provides health benefits
for those populations eg better access to green space, improved public realm for
walking etc.
Ensuring that health impact assessments are required for major developments, in
line with this position statement: https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/medialibrary/documents/public-health/health/hia-position-statement.pdf

Next steps
This is report provides a very brief overview of some of the health issues facing
communities in Three Rivers and suggests how planning could contribute to addressing
them. The TCPA and public health team at Hertfordshire County Council are able to
support Three Rivers District Council through this project to explore discuss opportunities
through the Local Plan making process to address the local health outcomes identified
above in more depth. This could be done, for instance, through a follow-up phone call, or
on-line facilitated workshop.

For more information:
Please contact:
Julia Thrift – Director of Healthier Place-making
Email: julia.thrift@tcpa.org.uk
Direct line: 020 3965 5415
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