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The vision
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‘Imagine a future where our communities, towns and cities were designed to encourage more people to use active
modes of transport to get to their destination. Or a country where all children achieved their full potential in a school
environment where physical activity was a normal part of their day, both inside and outside of the classroom, and
provided for a positive experience. A country where family time meant moving together and playing together because
it was fun, accessible and affordable. A country with a thriving economy built on a culture where standing and activity
breaks were the norm, maximising productivity, efficiency and innovation. As a nation we would be happier, healthier,
stronger and more connected.’ (1)

Everyone has a part to play in making physical activity
a daily norm and in creating environments that make
it easy. However, local government is uniquely placed
to be able to create environments which will promote
opportunities for physical activity and active living in the
places we live, learn, work and play. The vision, plans
and operation of local government impact on our lives
every single day. However, since the amendments to
the Local Government Act in 2012 there is concern
the changes to the purpose and processes of local
government, will have a negative impact on the
promotion of health and wellbeing at a local level.
This snapshot aims to equip those wishing to engage
with local government with the rationale, evidence
and tools for promoting physical activity. It starts with

summarising why physical activity is important and how
local government can create supportive environments.
There are case studies of successful engagement with
local government to improve physical activity outcomes.
A literature review which focuses on promoting
physical activity through supportive environments, and
incorporating physical activity into local government
strategic and operational activities, underpins this
snapshot(2).
The review also includes the findings of five interviews
conducted with individuals working for, or with local
government in physical activity, active transport and sport
and recreation.

Why should local government be involved in the promotion of
physical activity?
The impact of physical inactivity
Physical inactivity poses a serious and growing
danger to our society. It not only damages our
health but also our economy and environment
and limits the educational attainment and
futures of our children1.
Globally, there is a decreasing trend in physical activity.
New Zealand has been identified as one of the least
active countries in the world, with 48 percent of New
Zealand adults being inactive compared to the global
average of 31 percent(3).
Changes to our living environment over recent decades,
such as new technologies, urbanisation and caroriented built environments(4), have led to an increase in
sedentary behaviour at home, in transit and at work and
have resulted in a decline in physical activity levels.
Physical inactivity and sedentary behaviour are major risk
factors for the leading causes of death in New Zealand.

The impacts of physical inactivity to society are
expensive e.g. in 2010 estimates put the cost of physical
inactivity in New Zealand at $1.3 billion. The direct
costs attributable to avoidable diseases associated with
insufficient physical activity were estimated to cost New
Zealand $614 million(5).
Now, more than ever, with growing trends in physical
inactivity, obesity and non-communicable diseases,
physical activity needs to be brought back into the daily
lives of all New Zealanders.
1Local government in New Zealand consists of 11 regional councils,

61 territorial authorities (11 city councils and 50 district councils) and
6 unitary councils (which are territorial authorities with regional council
responsibilities). Councils may also set up local or community boards
(there are currently 116 community boards and 21 local boards, with
local boards only operating in Auckland).

3

What can local government do?
The local environment has a big influence of the physical
activity of citizens. Local governments invest billions of
dollars in providing indoor and outdoor sporting facilities(6).
Through policies, planning and development and the
provision and management of these facilities and services,
local government can shape the environment for its
citizens.
The World Health Organization recommends making
physical activity and active living a priority to combat
the growing trend of non-communicable diseases(7). It
is already a priority at the local government level in a
number of countries around the world.
Local government can create supportive local
environments that enable and encourage people to
easily incorporate physical activity into their daily
lives through:
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• incorporating physical activity considerations into
council strategic and operational plans
• ensuring pedestrians and cyclists are a priority, in the
development of new infrastructure and when roads are
upgraded
• neighbourhood planning: developing communities with
mixed land use, easy access to local amenities, and
green spaces and connected road networks
• providing physical activity facilities, such as swimming
pools and sport and recreation centres
• information dissemination and awareness programmes
• providing leadership, and bringing agencies and
community groups together to improve the health and
wellbeing of their communities.

The benefits of physical activity
The benefits of physical activity are far-reaching and
extend beyond the health of individuals(3). Being physically
active is a major contributor to an individual’s overall
physical and mental health and wellbeing. However, it also
provides a number of wider community benefits likely to be
of greater interest to local government. These benefits can
help to convince local government to become involved in
the promotion of physical activity(1,7-9).
The benefits include:
• increased liveability of the local government area and a
safer and more sustainable community
• increased vibrancy and an enhanced community appeal
to drive economic prosperity
• improved infrastructure, e.g. walking and cycle trails,
which would attract tourists

• improved air quality and a reduction in carbon
emissions to benefit climate change
• enlivening the local economy as pedestrians and
cyclists have better access to buy from local businesses
rather than driving to centralised shopping areas
• protection of local habitats and biodiversity through
the provision of parks, open spaces and linking green
corridors and natural environments
• improved perception of community safety as there are
more people around in public places
• increased productivity and a reduction in absenteeism
in local workplaces
• improved community health and wellbeing, social
inclusion and quality of life.

• improved safety through a reduction in vehicle usage
and congestion and, an increase in walking and cycling
Active children do better: physical activity is essential for healthy growth and development, it increases cognitive
outcomes and school attainment, and improves social interaction and confidence.
Active people do better: physical activity reduces the risk of all-cause mortality, coronary heart disease, type 2
diabetes, obesity, stroke, depression, some cancers, metabolic syndrome and falls.
Active workplaces do better: physical activity programmes in the workplace reduce absenteeism and active workers
are happier, better team players, and more productive.
An active population drives a stronger economy: a reduction in physical inactivity would save the economy
through direct costs associated with health expenditure and indirect health costs associated with productivity, pain and
suffering, and health promotion campaigns(1).

4

What factors influence physical activity at the
local government level?
Appendix One provides an overview of the requirements
and core functions of local government, as set out in the
Local Government Act 2002(10) and notes other relevant
legislation. While there are no explicit requirements for
local government to promote physical activity, there
are many opportunities to frame the argument for the
promotion of physical activity in a way that aligns with
central and local government priorities.
These opportunities include:
• the contribution physical activity makes to central
government’s broader agenda to build a more
competitive and productive economy
• the requirement for local government to act for and on
behalf of communities
• the requirement for local government to meet the
current and future needs of communities for goodquality local infrastructure, local public services, and
performance of regulatory functions in a way that is
most cost-effective for households and businesses.
International studies have also identified a number
of factors that can influence the involvement of local
government in the promotion of physical activity(11-13).
• Evidence: A strong business case which presents
relevant local evidence of the issue is important for
local government action. Raising awareness of the
health and economic burden, showing the issue is of
local concern, and providing cost-effective solutions
are more likely to get local government engagement
than health statistics unrelated to the local community.
For local government, evidence needs to be more than
just health statistics. While these may help put physical
activity on the agenda, cost-benefit data is more likely
to be convincing. Demonstrations of good practice and
success by presenting case studies, especially from
other local authorities, can be useful to support your case.
• Relationships: Developing close working relationships
with council staff is essential to gain buy-in, support
and leadership to promote physical activity at a local
level. Finding a champion or advocate within council
and forming collaborative working relationships with
council and across departments, are both extremely
beneficial.
• Working collaboratively: Joining forces with other
allies in your sector to form advocacy / representative
groups can be very effective. This adds to your
voice and gives council one point of contact to enable
engagement with the while sector.
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• Community lobbying: Community buy-in and lobbying
can be very powerful and sometimes more influential
than the evidence-base.
• Central and local government priorities: Reframing
the case for physical activity to align with central
and local government priorities, such as liveability and
economic development, can also be effective.
• Policy priority/provision of funding: When a policy
area is supported by central government, funding
is often more accessible at a local government level.
Requirements under local government legislation,
as well as national and region specific legislation can
influence local government priorities.
• Council structure and support: A local government
structure with strong leadership, communication, and
support for cross-departmental collaboration is more
likely to enable policy responses that address the
broader determinants of physical activity.
• Leadership: Local leadership ideally needs to be
supported by national leadership and investment to
have the greatest impact. Placing the physical activity
agenda at the heart of both central and local
government priorities would have a direct impact on the
opportunities for everyone to be active.
• Effective communication: Ensuring all parties working
on a project have the same priorities and perspectives
to avoid working at cross purposes e.g. a roading
engineer’s priority might be to improve traffic flow when
others are working to increase usability and safety for
pedestrians. Agreement on the purpose early in the
process is likely to result in better outcomes.

While there are no explicit
requirements for local
government to promote
physical activity, there
are many opportunities
to frame the argument for
the promotion of physical
activity in a way that aligns
with central and local
government priorities.
5

How and where can local government
intervene to promote physical activity?
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There is strong evidence local environments can encourage people to adopt and maintain healthier lifestyles. (9,14-16) Even
when individuals are motivated, healthy lifestyle changes are difficult to adopt and maintain if they are not supported
by the local environment(9). The World Health Organization has reported changing the local environment alone can
prevent one-third of physical inactivity(17). Local government can create environments that encourage physical activity
in the following ways.

Active transport
Active transport is the most practical and sustainable
way to increase physical activity on a daily basis(18).
Local government, more specifically regional councils,
are responsible for regional land transport strategies
and programmes as required by the Land Transport
Management Act, 2003(19). Regional councils determine
the type and number of transport options available for
a region including public transport, cycling and walking
infrastructure and support. These local level decisions are
also influenced by the Government’s Policy Statement on
Land Transport(20). This has three areas of focus:
(1) economic growth and productivity
(2) value for money
(3) road safety.
Local government can also promote walking and
cycling by(15,21-22,30):
• ensuring local strategies, policies and plans support and
encourage an increase in the availability and uptake of
walking and cycling opportunities
• ensuring the needs of pedestrians and cyclists are
prioritised over other road users when developing new
infrastructure or maintaining streets and roads
• planning and designing comprehensive and high quality
networks of walkways and cycleways to help people

get to destinations safely and directly, in all new land
developments and changes to roads
• ensuring planning applications for new developments
prioritise physical activity and local facilities, and
services are easily accessible on foot or by bike
• provision of cycle parking and end-of-trip facilities (e.g.
bike storage, showers and changing facilities, lockers)
and ensuring all new developments provide facilities
that promote walking and cycling
• promoting walking and cycling in the community
through awareness campaigns, and publicising walking
and cycling facilities (including walking and cycling
route networks through signage and maps) and cycle
parking
• integrating public and active transport, allowing for
bikes on trains and adequate storage options for
cyclists at transport hubs
• encouraging and creating a walking and cycling culture
within all local government workplaces
• working with schools and workplaces to develop travel
plans to encourage walking and cycling
• reviewing parking policies and establishing parking
maximum (vs minimum) requirements
• introducing traffic calming measures to busy urban
environments.

The built and natural environment
Opportunities for people to be physically active
are influenced by the way cities are built, by the
design of urban environments and access to natural
environments(7). Local government is responsible for
many of these areas at a local level. Local government
also has a mandate to meet the current and future needs
of communities for good-quality infrastructure, local public
services such as facilities for sport and recreation and
places to be active including parks, trails and reserves.

• providing quality public open and green spaces that
encourage walking and cycling, informal play, active
recreation and sport in all neighbourhoods

Local government can provide a supportive built and
natural environment by(7,15-16,30):

• working with schools to encourage community use of
physical activity facilities outside of school hours

• ensuring local strategies, policies and plans support and
encourage an increase in the availability and uptake of
physical activity opportunities, including walking and
cycling, informal play, active recreation and sport

• improving public transport infrastructure and provision
of facilities to encourage people to walk or cycle to and
from public transport.

• creating communities and neighbourhood parks that
support physical activity and active living through street
layout, land use, and location of recreation facilities
• providing quality sporting and recreation facilities to
cater for all people in the community

6

What is the effectiveness of local government
interventions in promoting physical activity?
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‘Physical activity - a powerful investment in people, health, the economy and sustainability’
The Toronto Charter for Physical Activity

Active transport
• Children who walk or cycle to school are more
physically active overall than those who choose
alternate transport modes(8).

• People are more physically active in communities which
have pedestrian and cycle-friendly infrastructure which
leads to destinations of interest(23-24).

• Children are more likely to walk or cycle to school if
their communities have footpaths and traffic lights
leading to schools(23).

• Walking is greatest in communities with high
connectivity and direct travel routes, and few obstacles
and major road crossings between homes, shops,
workplaces and other destinations(9).

• People who live close to a variety of destinations of
interest are more likely to walk and cycle(8).
• People who use public transport are more physically
active than those who use their cars(8).

• Improvements to walking and cycling infrastructure
have been shown to be cost-effective(21), with
return on investment on quality walking and cycling
infrastructure ranging from 10:1 to 24:1(25-26).

Built and natural environment
• There is strong evidence that the way our cities,
communities and neighbourhoods are built affects the
travel behaviour choices of both adults and children(15).
• Physical activity has been shown to increase by 161
percent in neighbourhoods where people live close to
shops and schools, streets are well connected, there
is a high population density and people have access to
green spaces(27).
• People walk more, and recreational physical activity
is greatest, in neighbourhoods designed to be safe,
walkable and aesthetically pleasing(8).
• Children are more likely to engage in physical activity in
walkable neighbourhoods with close access to
recreation facilities(28).

• People who live closer to destinations of interest
including work, shops, entertainment and public
transport are more likely to be physically active through
active modes of transport(8).
• Improving lighting, access to and the safety of street
crossings, pathway continuity, traffic calming measures
and aesthetic enhancements have been shown to
increase physical activity levels by 35 percent(27).
• People are more likely to be physically active if they
have easy access to large and attractive public open
spaces and convenient facilities for physical activity,
such as parks and walking and cycling trails, and
where barriers, including safety and affordability, are
reduced(8,23-24).

• Children are more likely to walk to school in
neighbourhoods which have low traffic speeds, low
traffic volumes and connected street networks(29).

Children are more likely to engage in physical
activity in walkable neighbourhoods with close
access to recreation facilities.

7

What can you do?
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The key take home message from this snapshot is:
Even though local government may not have a mandate to promote physical activity, it still has an important role to
play. There is strong evidence that the way environments are built can have a positive impact on physical activity.
Local government is uniquely placed to be able to create environments to encourage physical activity through policies,
planning and development, and the provision and management of facilities and services.

Here are some ideas of how you can get involved in getting
physical activity on the agenda at the local government
level.
• Get to know your local council. Visit the council website
to understand the structure, vision, and priorities as well
as the plans, policies and bylaws that might impact on
physical activity.
• Develop relationships with local council staff, ideally at
different levels including councillors and policy makers,
and across council departments. Take every opportunity
to get to know your local council staff. By developing
strong relationships your organisation is more likely to be
seen as an important partner to local government.
• Make yourself or your organisation useful to local
government. Show them you can add value to the
planning process by providing skills and knowledge in the
area of physical activity.
• Find a champion, a councillor or staff member who
understands the importance of physical activity and
health, who can provide support and inside information.
• Frame your ideas to align with council priorities. Health
and wellbeing is no longer a focus of local government
but if you frame your argument to fit with council priorities
it is more likely to be acknowledged in the planning
process.
• Get involved in your local council’s planning process.
Council budgets and spending are driven by long term
plans so it is important to be part of the planning process.
Be visible, attend meetings and become familiar with
the planning process so your considerations are included
in these plans and budgets. Once plans and budgets are
set there is little flexibility to add other work until the next
planning round.
• Provide benefits and solutions to local government for
investing in physical activity, and explain how your ideas
are going to help with council priorities.
• Look for alternative or creative ways of funding your
ideas. Do not expect council to fund everything.

• Use the wording and references used in this snapshot
and literature review to write submissions on long term
plans, annual plans and other relevant plans, policies
and bylaws that impact on physical activity. All submission
opportunities are posted on council websites so be sure
to check regularly.
• Where possible, try to frame submissions in a positive
way. Give support for the positive things council is
doing and support it to be ‘bolder’. Provide constructive
and reasoned feedback and ensure your submission
is supported with local evidence. Follow up with an oral
submission, this is particularly important as councillors
are present.
• You are more likely to get engagement with council if
you are positive. Try to avoid being negative and critical of
council plans and work.
• Link with other like-minded organisations, like Agencies
for Nutrition Action, which can provide advice in writing
submissions.
• Link with other organisations to help promote your
message. Think outside the square and team up with
organisations outside of your sector.
• Work with the community and get locals to help you
deliver your message.
• Be aware that you may need to work with both local and
regional councils to make progress on active transport
issues.
• No matter what your role or whether you work nationally
or regionally, you can encourage local government to be
more proactive in providing physical activity opportunities
for either your own local area or the area you work in.

Even though local
government may not have a
mandate to promote physical
activity, it still has an
important role to play.
8

Other useful tools and resources
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A guide for health promoters: working with communities to participate in the submission process (NZ)
Urban Design Case Studies: Local Government (NZ)
Supporting a public health perspective in local and regional government (NZ)
Active Healthy Communities: a resource package for local government to create supportive environments for physical
activity and healthy eating (Australia)
Healthy Spaces and Places: A national guide to designing places for healthy living (Australia)
Increasing participation in physical activity: local government action guide no. 3 (Australia)
Active Design Guidelines: Promoting physical activity and health in design (USA)
ChangeLab Solutions: Law and policy innovation for the common good (USA)
Designing and Building Healthy Places (USA)
Healthy places: Wellbeing in the local environment (UK)
Active by design: Designing places for healthy lives (UK)
Healthy people, healthy places briefing (UK)
NICE local government briefings (UK)
Planning healthy-weight environments (UK)
Health Economic and Assessment Tool for Walking and Cycling (WHO)
Young People’s Survey
Value of Sport and Recreation

Case studies
A separate case study document provides three different scenarios of successful engagement with local government which
has led to an improvement in physical activity opportunities for local communities.
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Appendix One: Local government overview
The purpose, functions, duties and structures of local
government bodies in New Zealand are determined by
a number of national and region-specific legislation.
The most specific to local government is the Local
Government Act 2002 which outlines the purpose and role
of local government, its powers and accountability(31).
Local Government Act 2002
The Local Government Act 2002 has undergone two sets
of amendments since 2002. The first amendment to the Act
was in 2010 and included the introduction of core services
for local government to obtain ‘better control of council costs,
rates and activities’. As part of performing its role, local
government must have particular regard to the contribution
the following core services make to its communities:
a) network infrastructure 2
b) public transport services
c) solid waste collection and disposal
d) the avoidance of mitigation of natural hazards
e) libraries, museums, reserves, recreational facilities,
and other community infrastructure 3.
The second amendment in 2012 significantly changed
the purpose of local government. Local government’s
focus on promoting the social, cultural, economic and
environmental wellbeing of communities (the ‘four wellbeings’) was removed from the purpose statement.
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The new purpose for local government is to ‘meet the
current and future needs of communities for good-quality
infrastructure, local public services, and performance of
regulatory functions in a way that is most cost-effective for
households and businesses’.
The purpose statement also requires local government
to ‘enable democratic local decision-making and action
by, and on behalf of, communities’. The rationale for
these changes to the Act was to ‘contribute to the
government’s broader agenda to build a more competitive
and productive economy, and improve the delivery of
public services, by focusing councils on operating more
efficiently and doing the things only councils can do’.
Planning
Councils are required under the Local Government Act to
produce Long Term Plans and Annual Plans for their local
area and budgets are allocated according to these plans.
Most councils are guided by these plans and have little
flexibility to work outside of them.
Long Term Plans are the key planning tool for councils
and set priorities for the medium to long-term. Long Term
Plans are for a ten year period and renewed every three
years. They must include information on activities, goods
or services provided by a council, and specific funding
and financial management policies and information(32).

2 Network infrastructure refers to the provision of roads and other transport, water, wastewater, and storm water collection and management.
3 Community infrastructure means a) land or development assets on land, owned or controlled by the territorial authority to provide public 		

amenities; and b) includes land the territorial authority will acquire for that purpose.

Annual Plans focus on year-to-year budgets. Councils
prepare an annual plan in each of the two years between
Long Term Plan reviews and set out what the council
plans to do in the next 12 months to achieve its goals(32).
Councils are required to establish consultative processes
around their planning and policy-making activities. There
are also opportunities for community boards and for
Māori to have direct participation in planning.
Other relevant legislation
Health Act 1956
The Health Act explicitly states ‘it shall be the duty of
every local authority to improve, promote, and protect
public health within its district’. The Health Act directs
local authorities to appoint environmental health officers,
to identify and abate nuisances that may be harmful to
health, and to make bylaws to protect public health. Local
authorities must provide for sanitary works including
drainage, sewerage and water works. The DirectorGeneral of the Ministry of Health can also direct local
authorities should population health become jeopardised.
Resource Management Act 1991
The Resource Management Act (RMA) sets out how the
environment should be managed. It guides how natural

and physical resources are to be managed sustainably to
enable people and communities to provide for their social,
economic, and cultural wellbeing and for their health
and safety. The Act sets out the functions, powers and
duties of local government, and the resource consent and
designation process. Through the RMA, local government
is responsible for granting resource consents for proposed
changes to the use of land, the coast, the water ways and
discharges to them(31). The government has proposed a
review of the RMA in 2015 so its purpose may change.
Land Transport Management Act 2003
The Land Transport Management Act sets out the
requirements and processes for local government to
obtain funding for roading construction and maintenance,
and for the funding of Police on-road enforcement.
The purpose of the Act is to contribute to an effective,
efficient, and safe land transport system in the public
interest. The Act was amended in 2008 which saw the
establishment of the New Zealand Transport Agency
(NZTA) and its requirements. A further amendment was
passed 2013 to ‘create a more streamlined, simpler,
and less prescriptive piece of legislation’ and included
requirements for regional councils to contract for the
provision of public transport services(33).
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