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Tower Hamlets is one of nine 

designated ‘Healthy Towns’ 

nationally and the only London 

borough to be awarded ‘healthy 

town’ status by the Department of 

Health. The Tower Hamlets Healthy 

Borough Programme is linked to 

the national Change4Life initiative 

and is working to make it easier 

for local children and families to 

be more physically active and eat 

more healthily wherever they live, 

work, travel, play or learn.



IntroductionIntroduction
Obesity has been recognised as one 
of the most serious public health 
challenges facing us locally and 
nationally. Tower Hamlets has amongst 
the highest levels of childhood obesity 
in the country. Overweight and obesity 
is estimated to have cost the NHS in 
Tower Hamlets £80.9 million in 2007 
and costs are projected to rise to nearly 
£90 million by 2015.

The national Foresight report ‘Tackling 
Obesity: Future Choices’ (2007) identified 
that the reasons for the increase in 
obesity are complex but are linked to 
social and environmental changes that 
make it harder for people to maintain a 
healthy weight, e.g. use of cars, television 
and computers that encourage sedentary 
behaviour and the increased availability 
of cheap, high calorie food. The Foresight 
report provided evidence that only a 
comprehensive, long term strategy that 
tackles the social and environmental 
causes will have an impact on the rising 
trends of overweight and obesity. 

Tower Hamlets is one of nine designated 
‘Healthy Towns’ nationally to receive 
funding from the Cross Government 
Obesity Unit to pilot new ways of 
addressing the social and environmental 
causes of obesity to make it easier for 
children and families to be more physically 
active and eat more healthily wherever 
they live, work, travel, play or learn.  
The Programme is linked to the national 
Change4Life initiative and Tower Hamlets 
is the only London borough to be awarded 
‘healthy town’ status. 

Tower Hamlets Healthy Borough Programme 
is a partnership between NHS Tower 
Hamlets, the local authority, voluntary 
and community organisations, the private 
sector and local people. The long-term 
goal is to help everyone in the borough 
to maintain a healthy weight throughout 
their lives, which will reduce the risk of 
diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease and cancer.



Overview of  
the three themes
Overview of  
the three themes
The Healthy Borough Programme takes a 
whole systems approach to tackling the 
environmental causes of obesity. This 
means that it doesn’t just focus on one area 
for improvement but rather looks at all the 
potential barriers to a healthier lifestyle 
and works to overcome them. It focuses on 
the wider social, cultural and environmental 
factors that influence lifestyles. 

As such, improving the local environment is 
central to the programme’s implementation 
including the built environment, the design 
and delivery of services and the availability 
of healthy food options. The programme is 
built around three overarching themes:

A whole system approach

Healthy Environments
This theme focuses on the ‘external 
environment’ of streets, parks and open 
spaces, leisure services and food retailers 
and aims to support active lives and 
healthy eating through: 

Street and building design  �

Road space that supports cycling & walking �

Ease of access to local facilities and  �
services on foot, by bicycle and other 
modes of active transport

Access to safe, welcoming and well  �
maintained parks and open spaces

Access to culturally appropriate   �
leisure services

Affordability of active leisure opportunities �

Availability and visibility of affordable  �
healthy food choices

Our healthier borough
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Healthy 
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Healthy Organisations
This theme takes a ‘whole organisation’ 
approach, working with children’s centres, 
schools, colleges, workplaces and other 
organisations, and aims to promote:

Social, cultural and physical  �
environments that encourage every day 
physical activity and healthy eating

Skills and confidence to cycle to work  �
and school and participate in other 
forms of physical activity

Availability and attractiveness   �
of healthy food choices

Healthy Communities
This theme aims to ensure community 
engagement and participation in the 
programme through promoting:

Empowerment, control and ability   �
to influence services and facilities

Community identified solutions to barriers  �
to physical activity and healthy eating

Social and cultural environments that  �
support physical activity and healthy 
eating, including the home environment

Knowledge and skills that support  �
physical activity and healthy eating

The Healthy Borough Programme focuses 
primarily on children and families but the 
wider community will also benefit through 
initiatives aimed at organisations  
and workplaces.

These themes are linked  
by three cross cutting strands:

Active travel

Healthy food
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Active Travel – which aims to promote 
walking and cycling through improving 
walking and cycling routes, providing 
incentives through organisational policies 
and plans and equipping local people with 
skills, confidence and opportunities

Active Lives – which aims to promote 
physical activity as a part of everyday life 
in parks and open spaces, housing estates, 
leisure and community centres and 
organisational settings, including active 
play, dancing, swimming and sports

Healthy Food – which aims to improve 
access to healthier food options in the 
local community and organisations and, 
where possible, reduce the availability of 
foods that are high in fat, sugar and salt.

Within these strands there are 15 projects 
that make up the core of the Healthy 
Borough Programme but the programme 
also aims to achieve a wider impact on the 
environment, partner organisations and the 
wider community beyond these core projects.

What follows is a brief summary of the 
15 main projects that make up the Tower 
Hamlets Healthy Borough Programme.

The ProgrammeThe Programme 
Theme 1: Healthy Environments

Healthy Spatial Planning
Influencing spatial planning is a key 
strategic level activity that provides an 
opportunity to shape the borough’s future 
development to create a healthier and 
more supportive environment. Through our 
Healthy Spatial Planning project we have 
championed health priorities in the Local 
Development Framework Core Strategy 
due to be introduced in the summer of 
2010. The Core Strategy acknowledges the 
importance of addressing poor health and 
health inequalities far more than previous 
planning frameworks, promoting healthy 
and sustainable communities. Strands 
that are embedded under Strengthening 
Neighbourhood Wellbeing include “creating 
healthy and liveable neighbourhoods” and 

“creating a green and blue grid” to support 
healthier food choices and physical 
activity. The project is also looking at the 
potential for greater use of Health Impact 
Assessments with the Planning team and 
the role of planning in mitigating the 
impact of unhealthy food outlets.



Green Grid
The Green Grid aims to create and develop 
a network of local routes that give easy 
access to the borough’s parks, playgrounds, 
waterways and other open spaces. This will 
provide a unique opportunity to promote 
increased physical activity, including cycling, 
walking and jogging, in Tower Hamlets.

The Green Grid is a network  
of green walking routes comprising of:

Three strategic London routes, namely   �
The Jubilee Walk, Lea Valley Walk and 
Thames Path

Nine primary routes that connect parks  �
and open spaces across the borough and 
link people with major destination points 
(such as the Olympic Park, the Tower of 
London, Canary Wharf, The City, Blackwall 
and Victoria Park) 

Local routes that are short walks  �
branching off from the primary routes. 
They connect people to schools, shopping 
centres and public transport links.

In identifying the Green Grid network, a 
holistic view has been taken of all walking 
and cycling routes in the borough, with 
existing walking and cycling routes 
taken into consideration (e.g. The East 
London Heritage Walks and the Tower 
Hamlets Partnership Walks), cycling routes 
designed by Cycle Route Implementation 
Stakeholder Plan (CRISP) and strategic 
walking and cycling routes.

Case Study

Green Grid walks 
A proactive approach to involving 
the local community in the 
development of the Green Grid 
led to the Green Grid Walks 
Community Consultation, which 
sought to ensure that the local 
community had an opportunity to 
influence and shape the design 
and planning of the network. The 
Green Grid Walks were designed 
to go beyond consultation and to 
create a community engagement 
model that can be sustained. Two 
community groups walked sections 
of two of the routes. The walks 
were followed up by a workshop 
with the design consultants. 
Participants were invited to record 
and reflect on their experiences 
and views in three key ways:

Written record of feelings/ �
observations/perceptions

Taking photographs �

Talking to each other and the  �
facilitator along the route

The group walks were informal and 
relaxed, with participants working 
with each other to identify issues 
and share ideas for solutions.



Active Travel Routes
The Active Travel Routes project aims 
to provide better walking and cycling 
routes to make it easier for local people 
to be more physically active.

With the majority of all journeys being 
less than five miles, provision for cycling 
and walking forms a major part of 
initiatives to reduce road traffic levels, 
accidents and to improve air quality. The 
Active Travel Routes project is working 
to ensure a high standard of walking and 
cycle networks in the borough so that 
people enjoy these routes, feel safe and 
find it comfortable to walk and cycle. The 
project’s primary focus is on improving 
the physical appearance of the network on 
the ground, as well as facilitating wider 
environmental improvement, thereby 
ensuring the condition of our existing 
walking and cycle network is enhanced to 
a high standard to complement additional 
facilities. A new pedestrian and cycle 
bridge over the Regents Canal in Mile End 
Park will be the hub of a network of cycle 
and pedestrian priority routes for walkers 
and cyclists connecting Globe Town to  
Bow and the Olympic Park and beyond.

Case Study

Meath Bridge
The opening of the new Meath 
Gardens Bridge took place in 
October 2009. The new cycle and 
pedestrian bridge, which crosses 
the Regents Canal, benefits 
residents by connecting Bethnal 
Green to Bow, and beyond. Walkers 
and cyclists will be able to make 
local journeys in a traffic-free 
environment between residential 
areas and their local parks, schools 
and hospitals avoiding the busy 
Mile End Road and Roman Road. The 
bridge itself weighs more than 65 
tonnes and in August 2009 the four 
giant component pieces were lifted 
into place over Regents Canal using 
a huge 500 tonne crane.



Active Play
The Active Play project aims to help 
children and families become healthier 
by promoting increased participation 
in active play, particularly in and 
around schools.

Two Play Coordinators support schools 
to improve their play offer by providing 
stimulating, fun and active play for their 
pupils. They also work with parents and 
children to ensure that the benefits of 
play are promoted and that they are aware 
of the range of play opportunities in 
their area, whether in parks, adventure 
playgrounds or organised play sessions.

The project works in close partnership with 
the Play Association for Tower Hamlets 
(PATH) to offer schools a free Play Audit, 
which looks at cost effective and simple 
methods of improving play spaces and 
opportunities throughout the school. It 
offers a grant of up to £400 to purchase 
simple play equipment that supports 
active play, like skipping ropes or hula 
hoops. The project provides access to free 
play training for school staff and signposts 
parents to free local play providers for 
after school and holiday programmes.

Parks and 
Open Spaces
The Parks Outreach Project promotes 

greater use of parks and participation 

in physical activity in parks through a 

number of planned programmes.

Based on community feedback, the 
project team has developed an active 
engagement programme that provides 
support, confidence-building and 
introductory sessions to what parks have 
to offer. Events like a popular half-term 
kite festival attracted large numbers of 
children and families into two local parks 
and were organised in direct response  
to what local people said. 

Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups 
are particularly under-represented in parks 
use. The outreach project will actively 
engage BME communities and, in particular, 
families with children aged 0-13, through 
building links and developing joint 
initiatives with existing organisations and 
agencies within the borough. The ultimate 
goal is to promote behaviour change 
within the community and for people to 
choose healthy and active outdoor options.



Case Study

Stebon  
Primary School
The Play Coordinators worked with 
the Extended Day Coordinator 
and Mid Day Meal Supervisors to 
implement play within the school 
day. The school invited the Play 
Coordinator to carry out a play 
audit after hearing of the play offer 
to schools in Tower Hamlets. The 
school was keen to become more 
playful and knew how important 
it was for children to be engaged 
in active play. After an initial 
consultation the school decided to 
hire two playground games co-
ordinators rather than just a sports 
coach so that the children receive 
a more inclusive offer. Mid day 
staff attended a “Breaks for Play” 
training day and implemented new 
play practices into the playground. 
The school liaised with PATH 
to host a bespoke “active play 
training session” onsite during an 
inset day. This was the first time 
the school had worked with the 
Play Association.

Women and Girls Swimming
The Women and Girls Swimming 
Programme provides dedicated women/
girls-only sessions at the borough’s 
leisure centres, providing opportunities 
for regular participation to a section 
of the community that had previously 
been under-using facilities. Sessions 
are culturally sensitive, using all-female 
staffing. Each individual can take part  
at their own pace irrespective of  
whether they are a poor swimmer  
or a budding athlete. 

“These sessions ensure that women who 
have previously been unable to take 
part in swimming as part of the main 
programme can enjoy access, providing 
opportunities for regular participation 
previously unavailable to a number of 
women and girls.”

Healthy Food Outlets
Healthy Food Outlets is made up of various 
projects to improve the quality and 
accessibility of healthier food in the  
local community.

The Food for Health awards were set 
up to recognise local restaurants, cafes 
and fast-food takeaways that have made 
healthy changes to menus or ingredients 
to reduce the amount of calories, fat and 
sugar in their offer. The three levels of 
award - gold, silver and bronze – indicate 
to customers that by buying from one 
of these businesses they will be able to 
make a healthier choice. Each of the award 
winning food outlets has worked with the 



Environmental Health team and the Public 
Health Dietitian to reach the standard 
required to achieve an award. 

The first awards ceremony was held in 
October 2009 with seven winners in total. 
To date, there are over 20 recipients with 
the aim of awarding 100 food outlets by 
March 2011. 

The awards are not only good for 
local consumers but also good for the 
businesses taking part, who receive a 
certificate and sticker to display, as well 
as local publicity and free nutrition and/ 
or business advice.

The Buywell 
Project is making 
it easier for local 
people to access fresh 
fruit and vegetables. 
Ten of the borough’s 
convenience stores 
have signed up to the 
scheme, which increases the 
availability and affordability  
of fruit and vegetables  
in low-income areas.

Each of the Buywell stores has been 
supported to improve their fruit and 
vegetable sales by improving quality, range, 
freshness and location and appointing a 
member of staff to champion fresh fruit and 
veg in store. The stores are also benefiting 
from Change4Life branding to further 
promote fruit and vegetables to customers.

The Buywell Project began in six shops in 
Well London areas, including one in Poplar 
and the Healthy Borough Programme 
supported the project to be rolled out 
across the borough. In Tower Hamlets so 
far, local Buywell stores have reported a 
68% increase in takings on fruit and veg 
since joining the scheme.



Case Study

Mum of five, Shirin Ahmed took part 
in the Healthy Borough-funded Bike 
It: U Can 2 project at Cubitt Town 
Junior School on the Isle of Dogs. 
The project works with parents 
of children at ‘Bike It’ schools – 
schools that have signed up to take 
part in a dedicated cycling project 

– to encourage them to take up 
cycling, and in doing so make them 
more comfortable in allowing their 
children to cycle to school.

“I never would have rode or tried 
to ride a bike if it wasn’t for 
this project”, Shirin says. “I’m 
proud of myself. Cycling is good 
exercise and I would encourage 
other people to try it”.

Theme 2:
Healthy Organisations
Theme 2:
Healthy Organisations

Active Travel Plans
The aim of this project is to generate 
increases in walking and cycling levels 
to and from schools and places of work, 
education and worship. The project works 
with public, private and third sector 
organisations through a range  
of strategies that improve health  
and mobility. 

The Active Travel Plans team is working 
closely with key employers in Tower 
Hamlets to promote walking and cycling to 
and from the workplace through delivery 
of actions within ‘travel plans’. Measures 
so far have included a ‘Try Cycling to Work’ 
scheme with third sector organisations and 
NHS Tower Hamlets; the launch of a pooled 
bikes scheme at Tower Hamlets Council; 
led walks at Tower Hamlets Council and 
NHS Tower Hamlets; and installation of 
new cycle parking and shower facilities 
at a number of workplaces. Walking and 
cycling training schemes complement 
these programmes.



Active Lives
Active Lives seeks to create healthier 
workplaces, schools, colleges and early 
years centres through increased sport 
and physical activity. It takes a holistic 
approach to promoting active play for 
families and children under five, as well 
as pupil-led projects that have introduced 
clubs ranging from Go-karting to Wii 
fitness sessions run by pupils in schools.

Healthy Food
The Healthy Food project promotes  
healthy diets and healthy food choices  
in organisations. It provides Cook and Eat 
workshops for parents and children, a cook 
book developed with children in schools, 
support for healthy weaning and a healthy 
snacks policy in children’s centres. The 
project also oversees a drive to develop 
breastfeeding-friendly venues in the borough 
and healthy breakfast clubs in schools.

Case Study

Healthy 
Workplace
The Healthy Workplace project 
is working with The Centre for 
Workplace Health to recruit 
businesses in Tower Hamlets to 
improve the health and wellbeing 
of their employees. Organisations 
who sign up to the accreditation 
scheme are provided with a 
variety of opportunities, including 
outreach visits and networking 
support, to best meet the needs 
of their business and staff. The 
options are designed to ensure 
the project is flexible to the 
differing needs of businesses 
depending on size, location and 
resources. So far, 14 businesses 
have signed up to the scheme 
with over 11,000 employees, from 
small organisations like Social 
Action for Health and Toy House 
Library to medium and large 
organisations including The Canary 
Wharf Group, Barts and the London 
Teaching Hospital, Credit Suisse, 
the Financial Services Authority, 
London Metropolitan University 
and News International.



Theme 3:
Healthy Communities
Theme 3:
Healthy Communities
Community  
Engagement and 
Community Led Projects
The Healthy Borough Programme relies 
on successful community engagement to 
deliver various aspects of the programme. 

The programme has partnered with a 
range of groups, including public, private 
and voluntary and community sector 
organisations. The Can Do strand of the 
Community Led Projects scheme offers 
grants to individuals and informal groups 
to take forward ideas that will help Tower 
Hamlets to become a healthier place.

There are currently three types of grant: 
Community Led Small Grants, Community 
Led Project Grants and Can Do Community 
Grants. From April 2010, a fourth grant 
will be launched for ‘grow your own 
projects’ working collaboratively with 
Registered Social Landlords (RSLs). 

The projects are led by local people, 
residents groups, community groups and 
voluntary sector organisations from within 
the community as a means of providing 
a wide range of locally-based activities 
that get people energised and active in 
promoting key messages around active 
lives and healthy food choices.

Grant eligibility/year
Individuals/informal community   �
groups – small-scale ‘Can Do’  
grants up to £500*

Small voluntary/community groups   �
– small grants of £5,000 or less

Larger/more established voluntary  �
organisations – project grants  
of up to £15,000.

Project grants and small grants are now 
closed for applications as all funding is 
allocated but applications for Can Do 
grants are on a rolling basis.

Since the programme launched, over 100 
community-led projects have been funded 
complementing the existing ‘Active Travel’, 
‘Active Lives’ and ‘Healthy Eating’ strands.
*The HB team is partnering with four local voluntary 
sector organisations to run this part of the programme



Case Study

Kanako Arrowsmith, from Spitafields, 
was awarded a Can Do Grant to 
run Fit for Life for local residents. 
The Fit for Life programme has 
been designed to help with health 
issues relating to weight including 
blood pressure, diabetes, weight 
management and calcium deficiency. 
Free, drop-in sessions take place 
every week. Jamia Khanom, Team 
Leader for LAP 3 and 4 Health 
Trainer Project, says: 

“Fit for Life is a great opportunity 
for women wanting to improve 

their physical fitness. It provides 
the support, 

confidence and 
knowledge 

to empower 
and motivate 

women to 
lead healthier lives.”

Community project examples
Samba Squad Workout  
(culminating in a public performance)

Early Fitness Champions 
(motivational physical activities and 
training in healthy eating for children 0-12)

Rocky Park Growers 
(reclaiming unused areas around local 
estates for community growing of fruit and 
vegetables, with surplus produce given to 
residents in need)

Healthy Food Support 
(for Bangladeshi men and women  
with obesity and diabetes)

Tiffin Tin Food Club 
(cycle delivery of low-fat, low-salt hot 
meals to low-income families)

African Dance and  
Drum for Joy and Health



Active Travel
Active Travel in the Community includes 
a range of projects to increase levels 
of walking and cycling in the local 
community to promote health and 
wellbeing and decrease car use.

These are Active Travel Maps, All-Ability 
Cycling Club, Cycling on Prescription, 
Getting Around Travel Awareness Event, 
Personalised Travel Planning on the Ocean 
Estate and Walking Projects including led 
Health Walks and Walking on Prescription.

A key component is the linking of health 
and active travel messages. The projects 
provide one-to-one advice, support, 
training and information giving people 
the opportunity to gain confidence in 
their ability to walk or cycle in their local 
area (or in the case of Getting Around 
Day, use public transport). The aim is to 
build confidence that will lead to more 
independent active travel.

The project uses a community development 
approach. Existing networks and health 
professionals help recruit participants. 
Activities run at a number of venues and 
at a variety of times.

Healthy Families
The Parental Engagement Team and 
Parents as Partners in Early Learning 
(PPEL) Team are working together to 
deliver the Healthy Families project, 
which is made up of a programme 
of fun and interactive sessions for 
parents and carers.

Programmes are usually five two-hour 
sessions and are available to all primary 
schools and children’s centres across Tower 
Hamlets, for parents who have children 
between the ages of 0 and 8. 

Parents take part in a taster/consultation 
session to find out about the programme 
and share ideas; a series of interactive 
workshops on themes such as balanced 
meals and preparing packed lunches; family 
activities and games and a trip with their 
children. They are supported throughout 
the programme with practical ideas and 
resources which can be used at home.

As a result of the programme, a number of 
families have volunteered to take part in 
action research offering on-going support 
and resources throughout the duration of 
the project. Parents will then feedback 
information about any changes in their 
knowledge and confidence around making 
healthy choices for their family, enabling 
the project team to tailor the programme.



Social 
Marketing and 
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Social 
Marketing and 
Communications
The local campaign 
The Healthy Borough Programme  
is promoting the eight Change4Life 
behaviour changes locally through 
a high-profile communications 
campaign relevant to the borough’s 
diverse community. 

The message is that making a Change4Life 
doesn’t need to be difficult – with small, 
easy steps you can help put you and your 
family on the way to improved health. 

The campaign features recognisable 
Change4Life characters acting out 
the behaviours in a series of bright, 
family-friendly ads that appear 
across a range of media, including on 
lamppost banners, billboards, street 
furniture and in print. The ads have 
been localised so that the characters 
appear against a backdrop of familiar 
Tower Hamlets settings.

Building on focus groups and telephone-
based research, a communications mix 
of print and online, outdoor advertising 
and events, editorial and other marketing 
tools are being used to spread the 
message. A website is being developed as 
part of the campaign to act as a portal 
for residents to find out more about what 
the Healthy Borough Programme has to 
offer in their area.



Up & About 
get moving
Up & About 

60 active minutes 
it all adds up
60 active minutes 

it’s easier than you think
5 A Day 5 A Day 

Mealtime
yummy, healthy food
Mealtime

Snack Check 
stay in control
Snack Check 

Me Sized Meals 
stay in control
Me Sized Meals 

Cut Back Fat 
give fat the elbow
Cut Back Fat 

Snack Swap 
easy, healthy, yummy
Snack Swap 

Change4Life behaviour messages:



The Healthy Borough 
Programme takes a whole 

systems approach to tackling 

the environmental causes 

of obesity, looking at all 

the potential barriers to a 

healthier lifestyle and working 

to overcome them. Improving 

the local environment is 

central to the programme’s 

implementation. There are 

three key themes – Healthy 

Environments, Healthy 
Organisations and  
Healthy Communities.  
Find out more by visiting 

www.onetowerhamlets.net



To find out more about the Tower 
Hamlets Healthy Borough programme:
visit our website at

www.onetowerhamlets.net
or call 020 7364 4528

For additional copies of this publication, please contact the Healthy
Borough Programme team at healthy.borough@towerhamlets.gov.uk


