
Finance Committee 
 

Draft Budget 2012-13 
 

Submission from Scottish Natural Heritage 
 
Summary 
 
The modern problems of obesity and depression are becoming increasingly prevalent 
(R1, R2).  
 
Physical activity as a way of preventing coronary heart disease is often referred to as 
“the best buy in public health” (R3).  
 
This submission from Scottish Natural Heritage puts forward: 
 

 evidence of the link between greater physical activity – in the form of green 
exercise – and better physical & mental health 

 evidence of the significant savings in long-term health care costs that could be 
generated by this greater physical activity 

 evidence of the long-term benefits – not just in their health but in their attitudes 
towards society and the environment – of encouraging more children to 
experience the outdoors 

 some ideas, based on our experience of encouraging people to enjoy the 
outdoors, on how a step change in physical activity could be delivered by 
Community Planning Partnerships, NHS boards, local authorities and Scottish 
Natural Heritage 

 
The links between physical activity and physical & mental health 
 
The new UK guidelines produced by the Chief Medical Officers states that: “Regular 
physical activity can reduce the risk of many chronic conditions including 
coronary heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, cancer, obesity, mental health 
problems and musculoskeletal conditions. Even relatively small increases in 
physical activity are associated with some protection against chronic diseases 
and an improved quality of life.” (R4)  
 
At least 60% of Scottish adults and 37% of Scottish children fail to meet the minimum 
recommendations for physical activity (R5).  This has implications for their physical 
health and for their mental health and well-being. Currently 1 in 4 people in Scotland 
suffer from poor mental health and illness during their lives. 
 
Research shows that the problems arising from this inactivity cost the country a lot of 
money and that real economic benefits can be gained from increased levels of physical 
activity: 
 



 The cost implications of poor health related to low levels of exercise have been 
found to be substantial. Cardiovascular disease alone was estimated to cost the UK 
economy £29 billion in 2004 in care costs and lost productivity (R6), whilst the cost 
to the NHS of elevated body mass index (BMI) was estimated at £7 billion in 2001, 
with a predicted increase to £27 billion by 2015 (R7).  

 

 Mental health problems have been estimated to cost the UK economy £106 billion in 
2009/2010 in care costs, lost productivity and reductions in quality of life (R8).  

 

 The economic benefit that would be achieved if the number of inactive Scots was 
reduced by 1% each year for the next five years would be £85.2 million (R9) and the 
earlier this shift occurs during life, the greater the impact will be upon health and 
society (R10). At a UK level, if people who engage in low levels of physical activity 
were more active, the we could save more than £900 million a year (R11). 

 

 A social return on investment analysis of an 8 week wildlife and nature activity 
programme in Perth, run for NHS Tayside and Perth & Kinross Community Health 
Partnership patients with a variety of mental health problems, as an alternative form 
of rehabilitation support, generated a social return of £12.43 for every £1 spent 
(R12).  

 

 A social return on investment analysis of “Greenlink”, a multi-use path running 
between Strathclyde Country Park and Motherwell town centre, generated a social 
return of £7.63 for every £1 spent (R13). 

 
This evidence is convincing. As the new UK guidelines produced by the Chief Medical 
Officers notes: “…Increasing physical activity has the potential to improve the physical 
and mental health of the nation, reduce all-cause mortality and improve life expectancy. 
It can also save money by significantly easing the burden of chronic disease on the 
health and social care services”. (R4) 
 
The contribution of green exercise 
 
Although physical activity can take many forms, so called „green exercise‟ involving 
informal physical activity in the outdoors has a number of advantages from a health 
perspective:  
 

 Participation in green exercise is free, or relatively inexpensive compared to formal 
activities such going to the gym or swimming pool. Furthermore, an activity such as 
easy walking for 30 minutes is achievable for nearly everyone as part of their daily 
lives.  

 

 Green exercise is often easier to keep up because of the greater social contact it 
can involve, or simply because of the pleasure people get from being in the fresh air, 
seeing wildlife or enjoying the view.  

 



 For children and young people, well-designed school grounds and visits to local 
green spaces and outdoor education centres provide a more stimulating setting for 
learning across the curriculum, as well as improving health and well-being through 
increased physical activity and contact with nature. 

 
Evidence also shows a positive relationship between green spaces and health: the 
value of green spaces as places to exercise is unquestionable (R14). In England, it has 
been estimated that if every household was provided with good access to quality green 
space, an estimated £2.1 billion in healthcare costs could be saved (R15). There is also 
good evidence of how experiencing green space and nature has a positive effect on 
mental health by helping to relieve stress (R14). 
 
A literature review carried out for Parks Victoria in Australia (R16) suggests that parks 
and open spaces provide opportunities for people to build a sense of community and 
place. Contact with nature can also improve people‟s quality of life and reduces 
negative feelings, and can also help to foster people‟s recovery from serious illnesses 
(R10).  
 
Research in the USA has concluded that green outdoor settings appear to reduce 
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder symptoms in children across a wide range of 
individual, residential and case characteristics (R17). 
 
It is clear that some of the substantial mental health challenges facing society, and 
physical challenges arising from modern diets and sedentary lifestyles, could be 
addressed by increasing physical activity and contact with nature in the outdoors (R18).  
  
A focus on children 
 
There is an increasing focus in Scottish Government policy on early years‟ intervention. 
The evidence outlined above for adults applies equally well, if not more so, to children. 
Indeed, there is a wealth of evidence on the positive effect that spending time in the 
natural environment has on the health and emotional wellbeing of children (R19). 
 
There appears to be a general consensus in most developed countries that the early 
years is one of the critical time periods in the establishment of sedentary and physical 
activity behaviours.  
 
Evidence suggests that physical activity, especially in the form of play, during the first 
five years of life “is a basic and essential dimension which must be fostered, 
encouraged and provided”. At the same time, excessive time in sedentary behaviour 
needs to be limited and replaced with more physically activity. Moreover, formal and 
informal learning in these areas at this age is vitally important as it establishes the 
building blocks for later formal learning in school settings (R20). 
 



Open green space and access to nature is important for children (R21). The quality of 
their environmental exposure is closely linked to their wellbeing and children‟s 
relationship with nature is a fundamental part of their development because: 
 

 The outdoor environment is perceived as a social space which influences their 
choice of informal play activities and promotes healthy personal development. 

 

 Nature allows unstructured play, generating a sense of freedom, independence and 
inner strength which children can draw upon when experiencing stress in the future.  

 
The benefits of such contact are long lasting and can influence a wider range of 
behaviours (R11, R21): 
 

 If children do more green exercise and nature-based activities in local green spaces, 
they are more likely to keep physically active and are also likely to continue to visit 
these places in adult life (R17).  

 

 Contact with nature during childhood can lead to healthy adult behaviours. 
 

 Evidence suggests that children who participated in nature-based activities before 
the age of 11 are much more likely to express pro-environment attitudes and engage 
in pro-environment behaviours (R18). This also helps to reduce long-term costs 
associated with the environment, such as recycling, using green products, sourcing 
electricity from renewable sources and travelling more often by public transport. 

 
The Committee should be aware that the Scottish Government has led a project on 
“Good Places, Better Health for Scotland‟s Children” looking at the links between health 
and the environment. This project recognises the importance of increased outdoor play 
and access to the natural world to children and will make recommendations that are 
very relevant to this inquiry. Scottish Natural Heritage was involved in this study through 
an expert Evaluation Group. 
 
Encouraging more physical activity at low cost – making the links 
 
This evidence shows clear links between physical activity and better health and well-
being, and the long-term benefits that can be generated. Encouraging physical activity, 
particularly in the form of green exercise, is a low-cost preventative measure that works 
for both adults and children. 
 
Scottish Natural Heritage plays an important role in encouraging people to enjoy the 
outdoors and has supported a range of projects that help to increase participation in 
outdoor recreation, volunteering and outdoor learning.  
 
A wide range of bodies are also doing good work, but much more could and should be 
done to deliver a step change in people‟s physical activity. A recent audit of Single 



Outcome Agreements by Scottish Environment LINK (22), for example, found patchy 
coverage of physical activity, health and recreational access in current agreements.   
 
With continuing budget cuts across the public sector, it becomes even more important 
to identify low-cost preventative measures that can help save money in the long-term. 
Scottish Natural Heritage believes that encouraging and supporting increased physical 
activity in the outdoors, by adults and children, is one such measure. Some good 
progress is being made: over the last four years, we have seen 200,000 more people 
visiting the outdoors each week (R22). The challenge is to build on this and generate 
significant benefits for Scotland.  
 
What sort of measures and recommendations would help to deliver a step change in 
physical activity? 
 
1. Acknowledge the importance of physical activity in the outdoors as a 

preventative measure. It would help greatly if the Finance Committee could reach a 
clear recommendation on the importance of physical activity as a preventative 
measure that should be an integral part of all new Single Outcome Agreements as 
well as Scottish Government policy.  

 
2. Align and focus existing spend to help improve levels of physical activity in 

the outdoors. The following would help: 
 

 Setting clear national targets for participation in outdoor recreation, volunteering 
and outdoor learning that all organisations can work towards and which can be 
reflected in national and local plans and strategies.  

 Encouraging local authorities and Community Planning Partnerships to give a 
high priority to this work in new Single Outcome Agreements. 

 Refreshing momentum and funding for the implementation of Scotland‟s physical 
activity strategy to get everyone up to and beyond the targets for exercise each 
week.  

 Targeting a higher portion of the Scottish budget to this type of preventative work 
(a recent Scottish Parliament committee inquiry on active travel suggested that 
some 10% of the transport budget be directed into cycling). 

 Encouraging public bodies to co-ordinate their communications activity aimed at 
promoting greater physical activity outdoors. 

 
3. Encourage the public sector to improve the provision of green space and 

other opportunities for physical activity in the outdoors. Having good quality, 
accessible places to take part in green exercise and to enjoy nature is an essential 
part of getting more people physically active. These green spaces will also generate 
a wider range of environmental benefits, such as better biodiversity and better air 
and water quality. The following would help: 

 

 Improving the environment of more school grounds so that they can become 
natural playgrounds for children. 



 Building on pioneering work, started by Scottish Natural Heritage, Forestry 
Commission Scotland and the health sector, to improve the green space of the 
NHS estate, and its accessibility, for use by patients, visitors and staff. 

 Reinforcing the importance of the Central Scotland Green Network as a once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity to make a big difference in the quantity and quality of green 
space in central Scotland and encouraging all public, private and voluntary 
organisations to get involved in this.   

 Encouraging people and communities to get involved in looking after their local 
green spaces and making full use of these places for green exercise and 
enjoying nature. 

 Urging all local education authorities to give all children the opportunity to learn 
outdoors in school grounds and local green spaces. 

 
Richard Davison 
Programme Manager (People & Landscape) 
Scottish Natural Heritage 
 
2 September 2011 
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