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The Health Challenge:
how TRAs can help

What is “public health”?
“Public health” used to be a Council re-
sponsibility until 1974, when it became
an NHS responsibility. The recent
Health & Social Care Act moved it
back: now Councils have to put public
health “at the heart of everything they
do”.
The Public Health team’s job is to

help residents avoid “health harm” (dis-
ease, substance abuse and issues regard-
ing safeguarding and mental health) and
find a route to living a healthy life. It
also helps the Council run services such
as housing, education and planning in a
way which avoids harming health and,
if possible, promotes it.
“Healthy life expectancy” (HLE) is

the term given to the period of your life
during which you expect to be generally
healthy. Tower Hamlets has the lowest
HLE for men and the fourth lowest for
women. 
Deprivation and poor health go hand

in hand: we have to find real solutions
to real problems and not rely on pen-
pushers ticking boxes. For example, the
Council insists that developers provide
open space, but if the space where chil-
dren play is full of polluted air from
nearby roads, we are harming the devel-
opment of our children’s lungs, not
helping them keep healthy through out-
door play.

Public Health for Children
What happens in the womb and in your
first five years affects your subsequent

health – so maternal health and the pre-
school years are important. There is a
high level of childhood poverty in
Tower Hamlets (low birth weights indi-
cate this). There is poor dental health
(nationally this is improving, but it’s
getting worse in Tower Hamlets). There
is low “school readiness”: cognitive de-
velopment by the age of 5 is poorer than
elsewhere. Despite our low birth
weights, we have some of the highest
obesity rates at ages 5 and 11 (this is
why we need targeted interventions). 

Public Health and Adults
How much control you feel you have
over your life affects your health and
wellbeing. Substance misuse is a real
issue in this age group, and we have the
sixth highest incidence of Sexually
Transmitted Infections in the country.
There are high rates of smoking: 47%
of Bangladeshi men smoke and there’s
a high rate among the white working
class (though the rate in Bangladeshi
women is the lowest in the UK). As a
result of the overall high rates, we have
a high incidence of lung cancer and
heart disease. We also have a high pre-
velance of TB, in large part due to our
housing conditions.

Public Health and Older People
In older age, strong family and social
relationships are important. Social iso-
lation is linked to disease, and prema-
ture death, in the elderly. There are
specific issues relevant to the last years

of life and end of life care. For example,
most people prefer to die at home, but
60% of people in Tower Hamlets die in
hospital. 

Public Health and TRAs
The Public Health team has a budget of
£32 million to tackle all these problems.
They support a range of services and
programmes, but all of them have one
general approach: don’t rely on bald
statistics but look at what is happening
on the ground; tackle the causes of ill
health and promote good health too.
This is where TRAs come in. We are

not just rooted in the communities on
our estates – we are the communities!
We see first hand where services are not
delivering what they should and we can
find out what our fellow residents want.
We’ll be meeting up with Dr Banerjee
again to find ways of working together.
Contact us if you are interested in work-
ing with us – otherwise watch this space
for more news in a few weeks.

Contact the Federation
admin@th-federation.org.uk

tel. 079 03 06 03 03
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July meeting: Monday, 27th July
Sharon Heyward from the London
Tenants Federation will speak about
their work on investigating develop-
ment: how demolition and develop-
ment can bring gentrification rather

than local benefit.

Dr Somen Banerjee, Tower Hamlets Director of Public
Health, came to our June meeting. He shocked us with sta-
tistics and cheered us up by his down to earth attitude and
determination to find answers without bureaucracy getting
in the way.


