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Introduction 

 

Collectively obesity, physical inactivity and poor diet are second only to tobacco as 

modifiable risk factors for cancer in Australia.1 An estimated 1,814 cases of colon, post-

menopausal breast and endometrial cancer diagnosed in 2010 were attributable to 

insufficient levels of physical activity.2 Physical activity can protect against cancer 

independently as well as contributing to maintaining a healthy weight.  

 

The 2014-15 National Health Survey found that just over half (55.5%) of Australian adults 

participated in sufficient physical activity in the last week (more than 150 minutes of 

moderate physical activity).3 Nearly 1 in 3 (29.7%) were not sufficiently active (less than 150 

minutes in the last week), while 14.8% were inactive (no exercise in the last week). Given 

the levels of physical inactivity in the population, addressing this risk factor is an important 

objective for reducing Australia’s cancer burden. 

 

General comments 

 

Cancer Council Australia commends the Federal Government for its initiative to address 

physical inactivity through a National Sports Plan. However, increasing physical activity 

levels in the population through increasing participation in sport is not sufficient. It is well 

recognised that many of the factors influencing physical activity do not sit within the scope of 

the health or sport sector. Any effective strategy for increasing physical activity levels on a 

population level will require a national plan focused on promoting physical activity through a 

variety of areas including active transport, urban planning, as well as sport and recreation.  

 

A National Consensus Forum was held in 2015 and produced the ‘Canberra Communiqué’ 

which sets out action areas and policy initiatives to underpin a National Physical Activity 

Action Plan.4  Cancer Council Australia supports the action areas in the communique as well 

as the development and funding of a National Physical Activity Plan.  

 

Low levels of physical activity are associated with lower socioeconomic status, higher body 

mass and Aboriginality. Different approaches are needed to increase physical activity among 

people from different ages, socioeconomic groups and backgrounds. Evidence suggests that 
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an individual’s physical environment can influence their physical activity levels. 

Environments that are ‘walkable’, characterised by higher residential density, street 

connectivity, availability of footpaths and perceptions that the environment is safe are 

associated with decreased obesity and higher levels of physical activity.5,6 Similarly, 

environments designed to facilitate active transport including cycling and public transport, 

are associated with increased physical activity.7 Therefore it is critical that policies and 

planning regulations relating to housing and urban design and development, as well as 

transport infrastructure, ensure that physical environments encourage and support people to 

be more physically active.  

Public awareness of the link between obesity, poor diet and physical inactivity and cancer is 

low. There is an urgent need for the Federal Government to implement a long-term and 

adequately funded mass media and social marketing campaign, focused on the adverse 

health outcomes associated with obesity, poor diet and physical inactivity. The value of 

social marketing as a public education tool – as seen in tobacco control – is in its role in 

influencing attitudes and shifting cultural norms with regard to health behaviours. Social 

marketing interventions have been shown to be effective in increasing physical activity.8 

Comments on the development of a National Sports Plan 

It is our view that the development of a National Sports Plan should take into consideration 

two broad issues 1) sports sponsorship and 2) funding in sport. 

Cancer Council Australia is concerned about the impact of unhealthy sponsorship of sport on 

children. Children are able to match sports with food and alcohol sponsors9 and recall 

sponsors of their favourite elite sports.10 Recent research found 91% of food and beverage 

companies sponsoring children’s sports were classified unhealthy (namely McDonald’s (fast 

food), Coopers (alcohol) and Schweppes (soft drinks)).11 Similarly both Australian national 

and state sports organisations have unhealthy sponsorship.12 Evidence shows that food 

marketing to children generates positive beliefs about the advertised products, and 

influences food preferences, purchasing requests and consumption, as well as dietary habits 

and health statuses.13,14,15 Younger children appear to be particularly susceptible with 10-14 

year olds reporting that they liked to return the favour to sponsors by buying their products 

and that they thought sponsors were 'cool'.10 Sport sponsorship must be independent of 

unhealthy sponsors in order for sport to promote consistent health messages and improve 

population health.  

A National Sports Plan must address the imbalance of funding to high-performance sports 

compared to participation sports. The allocation of funding to high-performance sport is 4-5 

times that devoted to participation in sport. The Crawford Report highlighted the bias 

towards funding Olympic sports which make little sense for Australia. It provided the 

example of more government funds allocated to archery than cricket which has more than 

100 times the number of participants.16 The report also found that the focus has been on 

winning medals while participation or ‘grass roots’ sport has been comparatively under-

funded. In order for sport to play a role in contributing towards better health outcomes 

through physical activity, participation must be a priority. 
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The majority of national sports organisations are well resourced and have the capacity to 

deliver services to the community. Cancer Council Australia has concerns around providing 

government funding to organisations who are already well placed to deliver services. Recent 

research published looking at the effectiveness of UK Government investment in sport as a 

public health intervention found no evidence that sport participation can sustainably increase 

physical activity participation among the less and least active.17 Government funds could be 

better utilised on proven evidence-based interventions for increasing physical activity in the 

population.  

 

Conclusion 

Cancer Council Australia appreciates the opportunity to provide input on the development of 

a National Sports Plan. Addressing the nation’s physical activity levels to reduce cancer 

burden in Australia is an important and complex public health issue. A comprehensive, multi-

sectoral approach including all levels of government across health, education, planning, 

transport, and sport is crucial to create supportive environments to make physical activity a 

part of everyone’s daily life. 
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