Ed Balls states tackling of obesity and promotion of exercise 'essential' to reducing achievement gap
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Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families, Ed Balls, today stressed that the tackling of obesity and promotion of exercise was essential to reducing the achievement gap that existed between Britain's children and young people, as well as reducing health inequalities that existed in society.

Addressing the Guardian's 'Healthy Kids' Summit, Mr Balls outlined the role of central Government in the challenge, stating that parents were calling for greater support and better quality information on how to tackle obesity, as well as Government regulating on their behalf to tackle issues that they themselves could not control. 

He added that parents also wanted bodies like the Food Standards Agency to set standards and conduct research into issues such as the effect of food additives on children's behaviour or trans-fats, and for the food industry to take its responsibilities seriously.

Highlighting school meals, Mr Balls said that the Government had a clear and direct responsibility to take a lead and ensure what was served in schools was healthy and nutritious, and had made progress by introducing 'tough' new standards for school meals and vending machines in schools. He added that the Government was also investing hundreds of millions of pounds in kitchens and dining rooms to make it easier for dinner ladies and cooks to serve healthier food.

Despite such progress, there was still much more to do, he asserted, and that success would ultimately depend on the leadership of schools and local authorities, as well as the decisions that both parents and children made. Noting recent Ofsted research, Mr Balls said that uptake of healthy school meals increased when children felt that they had some ownership of menus, and whilst there was a role for Government setting rules, children would not eat healthy food simply through the issuing of Government regulations.

Obesity was a struggle to win hearts and minds, he stressed, and that healthy eating both at home and at school would require a major behavioural culture change.

Moving on to school sport, Mr Balls said that the key here was again to communicate with parents and help them to 'get the balance right'. He said that there had been a 'quiet revolution' in schools sport during recent years, with 86 per cent of schools children now partaking in two hours or more of school sport per week, and that more children were also taking part in competitive sport.

However, he was concerned that whilst school sport uptake was on the increase, girls were significantly less active than boys, and that this was a leadership issue as if schools only offered traditional sport and made children wear impractical sports kit, than in the long term most children would be 'put off sports for life'. 

He called for schools to adopt distinct strategies to encourage more girls to partake in sports, and stated that this was an ambition that all schools should share.

In conclusion, the Secretary said that if Britain was to see positive changes in children's health, a new kind of partnership was needed government, schools, local services and parents, and that by talking to and supporting parents as well as promoting 'excellent' local leadership, it would be possible to obtain the behavioural culture change that was needed.  
 
