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Bid to transform health in the North East

A consultation on proposals to transform the North East into the healthiest region in the country within a generation was launched today (Oct 4).
The ambitious ideas - called Better Health, Fairer Health - were drawn up by the region’s top public health specialist Dr Stephen Singleton. 
Alongside proposals for additional action through the NHS are calls for action across a range of areas beyond the scope of health services including:
· a greater focus on reducing smoking in pregnancy

· funded referrals of patients for lifestyle changes in physical activity and diet

· a regional office to coordinate action on safe consumption of alcohol

· incorporating specific health and well-being objectives into economic and building policies

· greater collaboration to support schools in raising educational attainment 

· concerted action to reduce excess winter deaths 

· awareness campaigns to catch cancer, stroke and mental health problems earlier

· a regional charter for excellent end-of-life care
Dr Singleton said: “Achieving change in many areas is difficult, usually slow and too often dismissed as impossible. It isn’t.
“We recognise it won’t be easy. Overcoming our deep-seated problems will require a new approach and a huge amount of concerted effort by a lot of different organisations as well as individuals - but I firmly believe it can be done.

“After all, why shouldn’t the North East be the healthiest region in the country in 25 years’ time? We have suffered from poor health here for long enough.
”The final strategy should be the missing piece of the jigsaw in improving health and well-being linking national, regional and local policies.”
About 200 people were invited to the launch of the draft health and well-being strategy at St James’ Park in Newcastle. The event was being held jointly with the Audit Commission, which was publishing its findings on how health inequalities are being tackled in the region.

more
The draft strategy will be subject to a wide-ranging consultation and a definitive document is expected early in 2008.
Evidence to support the idea that significant change is possible include 1993 – 2005 figures which show death rates for all causes in the North East falling faster than in England.
In addition, both male and female life expectancy in the region rose more quickly than in England as a whole.

The draft document proposes the setting up of a regional office for the safe consumption of alcohol to combat the North East’s high levels of binge drinking and alcohol-related disease.
Formal smoking prevalence targets of 23% by the end of 2010 and 10% by 2032 are suggested.

Dr Singleton, who is regional director of public health, also calls for campaigns to raise awareness of cancer, stroke and mental health problems so they can be caught earlier. In addition he wants to see the best end-of-life care in the country so people can ‘achieve a good death’.

Dr Singleton argues that cultural changes are necessary to improve health and well-being in the North East. He believes these can be achieved by formal campaigns to alter public perceptions, expectations and perceived norms – and specific lobbying and other work to bring about changes in the law at local or national level.
Dr Singleton added: “The most compelling arguments for an ambitious health and well-being strategy in the North East are those that justify its title.

“We need better health because, measured by life expectancy and our rates of major diseases, this region is the worst in England.

“In itself this seems cruelly unfair, but the argument for fairer health is made more strongly by the even larger differences in health that exist between groups within the region.”
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Note to editors: A copy of the draft strategy can be viewed at http://www.go-ne.gov.uk/gone/public_health/improving_health/strategy from 9am on October 4. Members of the public can send comments to public_health_ne@dh.gsi.gov.uk or by post to Health and Well-Being Strategy consultation, Public Health North East, 7th Floor, Government Office for the North East, Citygate, Gallowgate, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 4WH.To arrange an interview with Dr Singleton please contact Simon Mills on 0191 202 3588.
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