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Dear Committee Manager
Re: Environmental infrastructure parliamentary inquiry
The Heart Foundation welcomes the opportunity to comment on the review by the Legislative Assembly’s
Environment and Planning Committee (‘the Committee’) into environmental infrastructure.
About the Heart Foundation
The Heart Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation dedicated to fighting the single biggest killer of
Australians – heart disease. For 60 years, we have led the battle to save lives and improve the heart health
of all Australians.
We continue to lead the fight for their hearts through funding research, developing treatment guidelines
for health professionals, supporting patient care and helping Australians to live heart-healthy lifestyles,
including through reducing modifiable risks of heart disease such as smoking and physical inactivity.
As part of our work, we advocate for neighbourhoods, towns and cities to be planned and designed in such
a way that they enable and encourage physical activity, particularly walking, and promote good health. We
are pleased to be on the Victoria’s Great Outdoors Stakeholder Reference Group formed to enable the
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning and Parks Victoria to help more Victorians
enjoy the great outdoors.
Summary
We believe a key focus of the Committee’s deliberations should be on how to deliver environmental
infrastructure that promotes and supports physical activity and healthier living.
We therefore particularly support giving consideration to:
1. Creating high quality open spaces
2. Prioritising active transport
3. Investing in community infrastructure
Our Healthy Active by Design program provides the best-available evidence and case studies to help create
healthy neighbourhoods and includes materials that help give effect to the above focus areas. It is available
for use by governments, planners and others at www.healthyactivebydesign.com.au.
Including smoke-free areas would further enhance the wellbeing of Victorians using environmental
infrastructure.
For heart health information
and support, call our
Helpline on 13 11 12 or visit
heartfoundation.org.au

Submission
The Committee has an opportunity to help deliver spaces that improve Victorians’ health by supporting
healthier lifestyles.
This has become even more relevant during COVID-19, and for into the future, where we may see greater
connection to local neighbourhoods and streets and more Victorians ‘living locally.’
Our submission encourages the adoption of three objectives to best support healthier lifestyles through
environmental and other infrastructure.
1. Creating high quality open spaces
The Heart Foundation supports a focus on creating high quality open spaces.
Public open space is the first of the eight design features in our Healthy Active by Design (HAbD)
resource.1 It should include a range of walkable, appealing and public open spaces help meet
recreational, play and social needs.
Green public open spaces are particularly important for mental health. Natural landscapes provide
restorative experiences, which can improve performance in attention tasks, and generate
happiness and feelings of rejuvenation.2
Visiting green public open space in urban areas is associated with a lower likelihood of selfreported feelings of stress.3 A European study found that people who spent more time visiting
green public open space had better mental health and vitality. This relationship was consistent
across four cities, and all levels of education and socio-economic status.4
Another study in Perth, Western Australia found a link between living in neighbourhoods with high
quality parks and lower psychological distress. This effect persisted regardless of whether people
visited parks, or not.5
So, green space is an important determinant of health, not just because it enables physical activity
but also because it has been shown to promote higher levels of mental wellbeing and social
connectedness.

2. Prioritising Active Transport
The Heart Foundation supports a focus on prioritising active transport, particularly walking.
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Streets play an important role in public life beyond the movement of traffic. Streets make up a
substantial part of the open space available to communities, and can be utilised as places to walk
cycle exercise play and socialise.
Pleasant streets and neighbourhoods designed to encourage walking can have a strong, positive
impact on health. Short travel distances between homes and local destinations increases the
likelihood of walking.6
Good public transport networks also support physical activity, as most trips usually start and end
with a walking trip. The presence of footpaths encourages transport and recreational walking
across the life course. Incorporating design features that deter crime into streetscapes (e.g. natural
surveillance from houses and in parks) encourages more walking.
Movement networks that do not provide convenient walking, cycling and public transport options
encourage private car use. Driving has been linked to increasing the risk of obesity, cardiovascular
disease and cancer.7 Motor vehicle traffic is also a major source of urban air pollution and noise,
which is harmful to physical, mental and environmental health.8 The presence of traffic
discourages walking in more vulnerable groups, particularly children and older adults.9
We have welcomed the Government’s commitment to developing a Walking Strategy and look
forward to further assisting Government in its implementation, once this commences.
3. Investing in Community Infrastructure
The Heart Foundation supports a focus on Investing in Community Infrastructure.
We call for neighbourhoods, towns and cities to be planned and designed in such a way that they
enable and encourage physical activity, particularly walking, and promote health. We therefore
encourage implementation of 20-minute neighbourhoods. These are about ‘living locally’ – giving
people the ability to meet most of their daily needs within a 20-minute walk from home, with safe
active transport options.10
Work undertaken in partnership with the Heart Foundation (Victoria) and across the Victorian
Government identified the following hallmarks of a 20-minute neighbourhood. They should:
• be safe, accessible and well connected for pedestrians and cyclists to optimise active
transport
• offer high-quality public realm and open spaces
• provide services and destinations that support local living
• facilitate access to quality public transport that connects people to jobs and higher-order
services
• deliver housing/population at densities that make local services and transport viable
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•

facilitate thriving local economies.

The Heart Foundation played a lead role in the 20-minute neighborhood pilot project, and remain
supportive of the implementation of those recommendations11 in this and other communities.
We support 20-minute neighbourhood principles being embedded in the Committee’s
recommendations, and will continue to work with the Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning, and Department of Transport, to progress the implementation of 20-minute
neighbourhoods across Melbourne.
Rationale for applying a health lens to environmental infrastructure
Supporting physical activity is critical
Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is one of Australia's largest health problems and a major cause of death in
Australia, with 41,849 deaths attributed to CVD in Australia in 2018.12
Despite improvements over the last few decades, it also remains one of the biggest burdens on our
economy.
Physical inactivity is a key CVD risk factor. Most Australians do not get the amount of physical activity they
need, and this can shorten life expectancy and increase the risk of heart disease and other chronic
diseases.13
If adults meet the physical activity guidelines, they can reduce their risk of heart disease by as much as
35%.14

Relevance of the built environment
Where we live, work, play and learn are all key parts of our built environment and can positively or
negatively impact how active we are.
Living an active life and staying active throughout your life is a proven and effective way to prevent and
manage chronic diseases, and especially cardiovascular conditions and risk factors.
There is increasing evidence and awareness that our health is closely linked to the natural and built
environments in which we live, work, play and are educated, and both have a key role to play in supporting
human health as part of everyday living.
The design of the built environment can support us all to be more active if there are opportunities to walk,
cycle, take public transport, engage in open spaces for recreation or sport, and interact with others.
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Evidence published in The Lancet quantifies the health gains that could be achieved if cities incentivised a
shift to active environments. In the case of Melbourne, implementing changes that made the city more
conducive to walking, cycling and public transport could reduce the burden of heart disease by 19%.15
The WHO Global Action Plan on Physical Activity, released in June 2018, highlights the creation of Active
Environments as a key action to reduce physical inactivity.16
Equity
Having access to transport options (like public transport, walking and cycling) are key features which help
promote equity, and by extension, support quality of life for disadvantaged populations, older Australians
and children, those in outer growth areas, and remote and regional Australians.
Environmental infrastructure that encourages walking has a strong equity rationale:
•
•
•
•
•

Obesity is higher among lower socioeconomic areas and outside capital cities17
Walking is accessible – The Heart Foundation’s 1,200 walking groups include diverse group such as
groups from particular migrant communities, female-only groups and retirement villages
Only 17% of people from non-English speaking backgrounds participate in sport and recreation
(state average is 79%)18 and need accessible physical activity options
Average cost of commute by car from Melbourne’s outer growth suburbs – often lower SES – to
CBD is $39.84 return ($9 by public transport)19
Commuters in an outer growth suburb working from home just one day a week would save at least
92 hours a year in commuting time20

Tools and frameworks
Healthy Active by Design
Our program Healthy Active by Design (HAbD), available via www.healthyactivebydesign.com.au, provides
the best-available evidence, practical advice, checklists and case studies to help with the development of
healthy neighbourhoods and communities that promote walking, cycling and an active public life. It
showcases the little and large changes that can lead to population-wide improvement in physical activity
levels and heart health.
HAbD is an internationally recognised best-practice set of tools to inform built environment professionals
and relevant health professionals, and advocate for the improvement of Australia’s places and spaces. It
showcases the little and large changes that can lead to population-wide improvement in physical activity
levels and heart health
Through HABD the Heart Foundation has worked closely with local and state government to embed healthy
design principles into urban development and planning. HABD aims to translate and publish the latest
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evidence on healthy built environments, highlight best practice in delivery of healthier built environments
and provide a one-stop-shop for all things relating to health, planning and the Victorian legislative
environment. The eight design features of HABD, which are set out below, underpin our response to this
consultation.
•

Public open space
A range of walkable, appealing and public open spaces help meet recreational, play and social
needs.

•

Community facilities
Co-located and integrated facilities, such as schools and recreation facilities, maximise community
interaction and efficiency of travel.

•

Buildings
Design buildings and sites that specifically support increased levels of physical activity, whether
incidental or deliberate.

•

Destinations
Create compact mixed-use neighbourhoods which include employment, education, public
transport and fresh food outlets.

•

Movement networks
Facilitate safe and convenient travel within neighbourhoods through accessible and connected
walking, cycling and public transport routes.

•

Housing diversity
Housing density and diversity can support critical infrastructure, connect neighbourhoods and help
people age in place.

•

Sense of place
A sense of community emerges when residents have opportunities to meet and interact in
attractive places of interest.

•

Healthy food
Planning for food demands focus on production space, transport infrastructure and availability and
access to healthy food outlets.

Additional comment
Smoke-free areas
We support the inclusion of smoke-free areas.
Smoking rates are coming down in Australia but there are still more than 15,000 deaths caused by smoking
every year. Tobacco smoke is one of the main risk factors for heart disease and is responsible for 12% of
the burden (death and illness) of cardiovascular disease in Australia.21
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Exposure to second-hand smoke is associated with immediate and longer-term risks for heart disease. It
increases the risk of heart disease by around 30%.22 Laws that protect the public from second-hand smoke
also help smokers to stay quit and de-normalise smoking behaviour, reducing its uptake by young people.
Smoke-free areas can encourage others to walk as they know they will not inhale second-hand smoke,
while also improving neighbourhood amenity.

Conclusion
We encourage the Committee to support giving consideration to ways of contributing to healthy
environments and people, as outlined above.
We would welcome further opportunities to contribute to and support this important work.
Thank you again for the opportunity to comment.

Yours sincerely

Kellie-Ann Jolly
Chief Executive Officer, Victoria
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