
Heartbeat Wales 

0 
ur health depends on 
more than just life-style 
behaviours, it is 
encouraged-or 
damaged-by the psy-

chological, physical and social factors 
which together make up our environ
ment. The best intentions and the 
strongest commitments can hit obsta
cles on the road to health. We may 
want to cycle to work, but we may not 
have cycle pathways to make cycling 
safe as well as healthy. We may try to 
reduce fat in our diet, but find it 
difficult when supermarkets don't sell 
low fat foods, or don't label food 
clearly. 

Environments that encourage and 
support us in reaching health targets 
can be created; conditions that inhibit 
high levels of health can be changed. 
In Wales, our aim is to make the 
healthy option the easy option-by 
working with retail shopkeepers so as 
to encourage easy access to healthy 
foods, by providing exercise tracks and 
trails, by working with local 
government on planning issues, and by 
involving employers in the health of 
their work force. 

Over the last 50 years, Europe has 
witnessed epidemic levels of chronic 
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diseases such as cancer and coronary 
heart disease. These in turn are closely 
related to life-style, such as smoking, 
drinking and overeating. Life-styles in 
Europe vary greatly. The French love 
good wine, and this results in a high 
level of alcohol consumption-twice as 
much per person per year as in the 
United Kingdom. The Dutch get plenty 
of regular exercise as they use bikes, 
not cars, for most short trips, and have 
planned their roads and cities to make 
riding bicycles safe and convenient. In 
Greece, more cigarettes are smoked 
than in most other European 
countries-five times as many as in 
Norway. Some countries in eastern 
and central Europe are showing 
increasing levels of cigarette consump
tion while others, such as the United 
Kingdom, are showing a decline. 
These patterns of disease and life
styles in Europe show where we need 
to concentrate efforts in progressing 
towards health targets for the region. 

Life-style behaviours are established 
at a very early age, but they can be 
changed with consequent benefits to 
health. Stopping smoking, eating a 
balanced diet, taking regular exercise, 
drinking sensibly, all these reduce the 
risk of a range of chronic diseases. 

Given the right kind of information, 
skills and encouragement, individuals 
and whole populations can adopt new 
behaviours and change to healthier 
life-styles. 

Coronary heart disease is a major 
killer in Europe, and many of the risk 
factors linked to the disease are asso
ciated with life-style. Levels of the 
disease vary greatly across Europe, and 
are particularly high in the United 
Kingdom. In Wales, heart attacks claim 
the lives of one in four men and one in 
eight women before their 75th 
birthday. "Heartbeat Wales", a 
community-based intervention pro
gramme, set out to meet this challenge 
and to put the health of Wales on 
course with the best in Europe, by 
tackling the problem among the popu
lation as a whole, not just those at high 
risk. 

Three risk factors 
Launched in 1985, Heartbeat Wales 

focused on the three most important 
risk factors for heart disease that are 
open to change: 
- raised blood cholesterol 
- raised blood pressure 
- smoking. 

It aimed to reach all levels of 
society-individuals and the com
munity; education; business and 
industry; government and the health 
sector. Full use of the press, radio and 
television helped to draw attention to 
the programme in its early days. 

Because it was seen as a demon
stration programme for other parts of 
Europe, it has been particularly well 
documented, with periodic evaluation 
to gauge the progress and show where 
more effort is needed. The programme 
was designed and carried out in part
nership with the people of Wales. 
From the beginning it was realized 
that, to be effective, simply "dropping 
leaflets from airplanes" wasn't going to 
work. Heartbeat had to belong to the 
community. In the planning stage, 

In response to public demand, the food 
industry is producing low-fat products 
for general consumption. 
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New-style pyscho-drama: an entire 
Welsh village "dropped dead" one 
morning in 1987 to dramatize the 
slaughter represented by cardiovascular 
diseases. 

people were invited to share their 
views and contribute their ideas, and 
these were later used in designing the 
various intervention components. 

The support of the food industry 
itself was canvassed to ensure that 
healthy foods were not only available 
in the high street, but were also 
competitively priced. 

One area of concern was overweight 
among the Welsh people, since the 
programme's own survey showed that 
as many as 50% of the population 
were too fat, to the point where their 
health was affected. Overweight is 
associated with a wide range of health 
problems ranging from diabetes to 
coronary heart disease. Losing weight, 
usually through a combination of 
dietary modification and increasing 
physical exercise, will reduce the risks. 
The "Lose Weight Wales" campaign 
was designed to raise public awareness 
of the problem and to encourage and 
support individuals and groups in 
doing something about it. Lose Weight 
Wales is working with Women's Insti
tutes on a major weight-loss competi
tion ending in September 1992; this 
offers an incentive to adopt a healthier 
life-style and healthy eating habits 
permanently. 

Today, five years after the pro
gramme began, the community is still 
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very much involved and is building on 
the success of Heartbeat Wales. The 
parent body, the Health Promotion 
Authority for Wales, has launched 
further initiatives to promote good 
health as part of its "Health for All in 
Wales" strategy. 

"Good Health Wales" addresses a 
range of health issues for adults, such 
as healthy sexuality and preventing 
HN infection. The "Make Health Your 
Business" Award encourages the busi
ness community to create working 
environments that support people in 
being healthy. Absenteeism from work 
is high in Wales compared to other 
parts of Europe, so ill health is very 
expensive. For every working day lost 
through strikes, more than 30 are lost 
through absence because of ill health. 
More than 500 businesses have 
declared their commitment to the 
"Health for All in Wales" strategy and 
have made provision for health screen
ing, exercise, family welfare, nonsmok
ing policies and healthier canteens. 

Unhealthy pressures 
Young people's contribution is 

channelled through the new "Youth 
Life Wales" initiative. A 1990 survey 
showed that nearly half of Wales' 15-
and 16-year-olds drank alcohol at least 
once a week, even though it is illegal to 
sell alcohol to children under the age 
of 18. A number of new schemes have 
been developed to tackle this, includ
ing mobile education units called Life 
Education Centres which visit schools. 
These centres seek to teach children 

the skills to resist peer pressure-to 
"immunize" them against unhealthy 
pressures from adults, advertising and 
society in general. 

There are encouraging signs of 
improvement in life-styles, and the 
results of regular surveys show that 
Heartbeat Wales and the health pro
motion activities of the Health Pro
motion Authority for Wales are indeed 
working. Between 1985 and 1986, the 
percentage of smokers in the Princi
pality fell by 4% for men and 3% for 
women-a sharper fall in the number 
of smokers in Wales than in any other 
part of the United Kingdom. The rise 
in overweight and obesity levels at last 
seems to be levelling and beginning to 
fall. There is also a growing trend 
towards healthier eating, with people 
opting for more fruit and vegetables 
and cutting down on foods high in 
saturated fats. More people are active, 
with almost half of the men and one 
quarter of the women exercising at 
least twice a week 

Heartbeat Wales has helped people 
to make healthy changes in their 
life-style. It has put the heart back into 
Wales, adding life to years and years to 
life. • 
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