Heartbeat Wales
A red dragon is the national symbol of
Wales, so it was fitting that Cledwyn
the Dragon was chosen to popularise
the Welsh heart programme-a pilot
project in the United Kingdom for preventing heart disease by changing
unhealthy attitudes and behaviour

by John Catford

ver the last two decades,
the government and health
agencies in the United
Kingdom have placed great emphasis on equipping individuals with
the right knowledge and skills to
make decisions about their health .
There have been valuable successes; for example, a large number
of people have given up smokingmore than three million in the last
decade-to the point where only
about one-third of adults now
smoke. But there have also been
notable failures; there are increasing numbers who are overweight
and obese, and who do not take
sufficient exercise to gain health
benefits-now more than half the
adult population.
When Heartbeat Wales- the
Welsh
heart
programme-was
launched on Saint David's Day ,
1 March 1985, we placed a very high
priority not only on continuing to
develop health education activity
but also on tackling the obstacles in
the social and physical environment
that make the healthy choices so
difficult.
Cardiovascular disease (heart attacks and strokes) is the single most
important cause of premature
death and handicap in Britain.
Wales is one of· the worst affected
regions ; 1 in 8 men and 1 in 23
women will have died from these
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problems by the age of 65. Because
of its circumscribed population of
three million people and distinctive
culture, Wales was well placed
to be the site of the first United
Kingdom demonstration project for
heart diseases prevention.
Our baseline surveys in 1985
measured risk factors and lifestyle
indicators amongst 22,000 people
to help us plan and monitor the
programme. But we also investigated knowledge and attitudes, and
tried to determine why healthy living was so difficult in Wales. We
found a sick population with high
levels of smoking, alcohol abuse ,
obesity ' raised blood pressure and
cholesterol, and poor physical fitness. Yet these were people who
were surprisingly well informed
about health risks. They knew the
key facts, but what they lacked so
often was the opportunity to put
health messages into practice. Top
of the list was the need to improve
food supply both in the shops and
supermarkets as well as in restaurants and canteens at the workplace.
Heartbeat Wales embarked on a
whole range of initiatives which
were extremely innovative for
health promotion practice in
Britain. Very early on we established an alliance with the largest
supermarket chain in Wales , Tesco,

which provided a third of the food
consumed. We helped them to establish a simple labelling scheme,
which gave consumers information
about the nutritional content of
food (fresh, frozen and processed).
Other supermarkets followed suit.
With our encouragement they reformulated some food products in a
healthier direction (less fat , sugar,
salt and so on) and offered price
discounts on the better foods (such
as wholemeal bread).
A good example of developing
pricing policies for health was our
work with Unigate Dairies-the
largest distributors of milk in
Wales. They reduced the price of
low fat milks . Two years later,
Wales is now one of the highest
consumers whereas before it was
the lowest.
The country has a strong agricultural history; 85 per cent of its output is red meat and dairy products.
From the outset it was essential to
form an alliance with the farmers
and food retailers. In the past ,
health activists had confronted the
food industry and this resulted in a
great deal of bad feeling and hostility. We took an opposite viewpoint
and said: "We all have to eat. We
are not against eating but against
unhealthy diets. No individual food
is banned. It is the combination
that counts."
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Farmers and their families were
suffering just as many health problems as the rest of the community,
and we needed them just as they
needed us. Rather than continue
the message of "eat less meat" we
turned it on its head and said positively: "eat leaner meat. " It was
the high consumption of saturated
fat rather than the meat itself that
was the culprit.
The meat industry responded
very encouragingly. Led by their
trade association, the Meat and
Livestock Commission, they promoted changes in breeding practices and grading schemes to encourage less fat in beef and sheep
production. They developed new
cutting methods so that butchers
could provide consumers with
leaner cuts. At the moment we are
jointly promoting a lean meat
scheme throughout all the retail
outlets in Wales, with great success .
This includes low cost options and
healthier processed meat products.
Every year we run jointly a low-fat
sausage competition for Welsh
butchers. In 1987 we judged 80
entries -an excellent response. This
year, we hope not to taste more
than a hundred different sausages
at one sitting-we don't have the
stomach for it !
People today eat as many as one
in three meals out of the home, in
restaurants, snacks bars, workplace
canteens and so forth. Improving
the supply of ready-made meals
was therefore important. Many industries in Wales contract with outside caterers for their canteen service, so we advised them on
sensible menus. We did the same
for the school catering service. In
the early 1980s, schools were providing even less nutritious meals
than the population as a whole was
eating, with a great predominence
of fried and fatty foods. All this has
changed in the last three years. All
eight Welsh counties now have
healthy school meal policies, and at
last we can see real public recognition of our success.
Our "Heartbeat Award" scheme
sought to encourage a healthier eating environment. Developed on a
pilot basis early in 1986, it has not
only spread to the whole of Wales
but also to the rest of the United
Kingdom. The scheme is administered by the environmental health
department of local authorities
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during their routine inspection of
establishments that sell meals. To
qualify for an award, at least onethird of the seating area must be
clearly designated as no smoking, a
range of healthy foods must be provided on the menu (fresh fruit, nonfried dishes and so on), and the
premises must have high standards
of food hygiene. A successful proprietor is given a sticker to go on
the door and a certificate to display
inside. The scheme has a double
attraction : each establishment benefits through publicity and endorsement, while the environmental
health officer carries out a positive,
rewarding action rather than a punitive one. Hundreds of premises,
including "pubs" (drinking bars),
now display the Heartbeat Award.
Can we draw any wider conclusions from the progress that has
occurred in just this one area of
Heartbeat Wales' activities? We
think so. The underlying principles
of the nutrition programme could
well apply to other health issues in
other parts of the world:
- Emphasising it is the people's
programme not the authorities'.
- Working with people , not against
them.
- Building self-confidence , not destroying it.
- Supporting and helping , not coercing people.
- Concentrating on positive not
negative approaches.
- Working with all sectors , not just
a few.
- Cooperating with organizations ,
not "taking them on."

- Drawing on community resources, not funding everything.
- Acting through people not
posters.
- Encouraging participation not
passivity.
Two years after the programme
was launched, we carried out a follow-up questionnaire survey among
1,000 adults. This showed that
hundreds of thousands of Welsh
people were reporting important
behavioural changes. For example,
29 per cent of all smokers had made
a serious attempt to stop smoking
in the past year, more than half of
them succeeding for longer than a
month. Over a third (35 per cent)
of all adults reported having consciously changed their diet to a
healthier one ; 28 per cent had successfully lost more than five pounds
in weight in the last year and a similar number said they were taking
more regular exercise; 54 per cent
had had their blood pressure
checked in the past year. The
changes were observed in both
sexes, all ages and all social groups
throughout the whole of Wales.
A major follow-up survey in 1990
will be able to detail and validate
the progress achieved, while regular evaluation over this period will
also be able to explain why the
changes occurred. But already we
can say that improvements in the
social and physical environment
have played a very influential part.
Such behavioural changes on a
mass scale are most encouraging
and , if maintained over time , are
likely to result in important health
gains for Wales.
•

A more heraldic dragon
forms the official logo of
Heartbeat Wales.
Left : "We found a sick
population with high levels
of smoking, alcohol abuse,
obesity and raised blood
pressure."
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