‘Move me’ moves community
Wairarapa DHB has found a way to confront a ‘Big’ problem head on, with three high profile local people becoming ‘Lifestyle Champions’ and very publicly  stepping out on a year’s journey of lifestyle change and weight reduction.

Their ‘Move Me’ programme was designed by the Wairarapa Public Health Unit, and has attracted unprecedented local support and interest.

“It all started with me taking a long hard look at myself,” says Health Promoter Nicky Poona, who delivers the ‘Health Promoting Schools’ programme throughout the Wairarapa. “I felt I couldn’t deliver the message effectively the shape I was in at over 110 kg, so I talked to colleagues in the Public Health Unit, and it snowballed from there.”

The Public Health Unit immediately saw the potential for getting across the ‘Healthy eating, Healthy action’ message by telling real stories about real people – warts and all.

“We all know that obesity is a growing problem in New Zealand,” says project co-ordinator Anna Stuart. “Lots of people think that it’s just a matter of dieting and self control to turn that around. It’s not. It’s all about balanced sustainable lifestyle changes. That’s why fad diets don’t work in the long run.”

Quick to sign up for the programme were Masterton Pacific Island community identity Tere Torea and Carterton mayor Gary McPhee. 

“I’m not ashamed to be part of this,” says Tere. “There are a lot of big people out there, and if I can do it, then maybe other will do it too.” Tere and Gary both had sedentary lifestyles following injuries and weighed in at over 140kg each. 

Gary had his own reasons for wanting to make changes to his lifestyle. “I live in the public eye,” he says. “What kind of message am I giving to our community? We have great facilities here in Carterton to support healthy lifestyles – I hope by using them myself, I’ll inspire other people to get out there and give them a go too.” 

“Since we started this project, it’s really got a life of its own,” says Wairarapa DHB Communications Manager Jill Stringer. “With the support of local media, we ran a weekly profile of the champions where they described their trials and successes. The Wairarapa News gave us a half page every week and then embarked on an ‘activate your workplace’ promotion. Radio station MoreFM not only gave airtime but put up a parallel team of their own, developed a ‘Move Me’ webpage, and are now organising a workplace challenge to take place on Push Play Day. Community groups are phoning in asking for the ‘Move me’ champions to come and support their healthy eating or healthy action projects – like the ‘Supergrans microwave cook-off’ or the Air Training Core cadets 38km walk from Featherston to Masterton.”

Five months into the programme, the Champions report much more active lifestyles and a combined weight loss of nearly 50kg. 

“‘Move Me’ has struck an unexpected chord in our community,” says Jill. “The most exciting thing has been the way people can relate to the Champion’s experience, and are taking steps to make small, significant and sustainable changes in their own lives.” 
