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The facts about cardiovascular disease
in South Australia

Cardiovascular disease
ACCOUNTED FOR NEARLY
1 IN 4 DEATHS IN 20191 

Heart attack kills
ON AVERAGE 

2 South Australians  
EVERY day 1

114 PEOPLE
are hospitalised for 

cardiovascular disease in SA
EVERY day 2
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Summary of recommendations

RESEARCH
SA Health and Heart 

Foundation partner to boost 
cardiovascular research in 

South Australia.
$20m over 10 years

WALKING
2.1: Fund the Walking 
Strategy Action Plan 

implementation 

2.2: Expand the  
Heart Foundation Walking 

program to get more  
South Australians walking 

more often
$1.2m - $300,000 per year 

over 4 years

WOMEN
Empower South Australian 

Aboriginal women to  
improve their heart health

$1.5m over 3 years

1 2 3

Supported by



The Heart Foundation’s Election Submission advances a suite of good, practical  
proposals that address opportunities in the current approach to preventing a 
leading cause of death – cardiovascular disease. 

Despite significant advances in research and improvements in prevention over 
the past few decades, 41,562 South Australians were admitted to hospital for 
cardiovascular disease in 2017 - 2018.*  

In recent years, we have welcomed successive governments taking important 
action to reduce the burden of cardiovascular disease in South Australia. However 
there is much more progress to be made particularly in the areas of primary 
prevention and research. 

That is why the Heart Foundation advises the government to commit to these 
three priority proposals to increase primary prevention and education of our most 
vulnerable communities and continue to strengthen our health system which the 
people of South Australia deserve.

1. Research: SA Health and Heart Foundation partner to boost cardiovascular 
research in South Australia.

2. Walking

 Fund the statewide Walking Strategy action plan implementation.

 Expand the Heart Foundation Walking program to get more South Australians 
walking more often.

3. Women: Empower South Australian Aboriginal women to improve their heart 
health.

The Heart Foundation is looking for a commitment from all political parties to 
implement these important proposals and continue to reduce the burden that 
cardiovascular disease places on our community and our health system. 

I look forward to working with you on these priority actions.

Imelda Lynch,
Chief Executive Officer SA/NT
Heart Foundation

Our future will be determined by  
the decisions we make today.

Imelda Lynch, Chief Executive Officer SA/NT Heart Foundation

 Introduction
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 * Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2020, National Hospital Morbidity Database, custom data request.
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RESEARCH
Action: SA Health and Heart Foundation 
partner to boost cardiovascular research in 
South Australia.

South Australia has a history of excellence 
in health and medical research. The South 
Australian Government has identified health 
and medical research as an ‘important and 
economy-boosting sector’ for the state and 
has committed to positioning the state as 
‘a leader within the clinical and medical 
research field’.

However, South Australia’s share of 
competitive National Health and Medical 
Research Council (NHMRC) funding has 
been in decline for the last 20 years. The SA 
Productivity Commission Inquiry into Health 
and Medical Research in South Australia 
examined our diminishing ability to attract 
investment, and declining percentage of 
grant funding.

The Inquiry further notes a reduction in 
support for Health and Medical Research 
within SA Health since around 2010 and 
systematic de-emphasis on clinical research 
in public hospitals. It recommends a revival 
of clinical research in the public hospital 
system with interaction with South Australian 
universities and medical research institutes.

 Investment  $20m over 10 years 

1 We propose the government contributes $2 million to South 
Australian cardiovascular research funding each year, for 
10 years. The Heart Foundation will contribute $3.5 million 
in support. To ensure longevity and capacity-building, this 
funding should be directed at funding people, projects, and 
collaborative programs. This funding will support:

 research grants for innovative and translative research that 
is cross-discipline, multi-centre and available to individual 
researchers and research teams with broad ranges of 
research experience 

 implementation of capacity building activities such as grant 
writing, statistical design, and peer review

 translational and commercial opportunities

 development of a consumer engagement strategy

 facilitation of a collegiate network of South Australian 
cardiovascular researchers

 development of measurable return on investment outcomes 
such as an agreed increase in nationally competitive 
funding based on agreed KPI’s by end of years 5, 7, and 10.

The Inquiry into Health and Medical 
Research in South Australia 
notes that health and medical 
research improves the quality and 
productivity of health care along 
with encouraging excellence and 
growing capability within the state’s 
medical, nursing and allied health 
workforce.3 
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Research is an essential component of a strategic 
response to cardiovascular disease, but we have 
a shrinking research capacity. South Australia 
experiences a gross underrepresentation of 
cardiovascular disease research funding, yet 
cardiovascular disease research has economic-
boosting potential with one of the highest returns on 
investment – a $6 - $10 return for every $1 invested.

This proposal provides an opportunity to develop 
our research teams and attract people to clinical 
research in South Australia. It provides an opportunity 
to replenish our diminishing pool of clinical 
researchers and will incentivise and encourage 
health professionals to have a research career 
and/or to maintain a research career. Enhanced 
research capacity will also improve South Australia’s 
competitiveness in the national grant environment for 
critical NHMRC and Medical Research Future Fund 
(MRFF) funding. 

The Heart Foundation is in a unique position to support 
improved clinical research opportunities within South 
Australia as the result of a generous bequest of $3.5 
million for research in South Australia.

We invite the government to implement a step-
change in funding of cardiovascular research in South 
Australia through a partnership arrangement with the 
Heart Foundation. 
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Case study:  
Why the Heart Foundation Research Program is so important
Associate Professor Christina Bursill 

What area of research do you work in?

My research looks at new therapeutic strategies to identify and prevent the development of fatty 
deposits in the blood vessels of our heart, called atherosclerotic plaques, which cause heart attacks. 

How important was funding from the Heart Foundation for your work and building your team of 
researchers?

A 5-year Lin Huddleston Heart Foundation Fellowship saw me return to Adelaide and establish a  
team of researchers.

I also received a Heart Foundation Vanguard Grant to help establish first-time studies which are 
investigating the importance of glycans (sugars) in the development of atherosclerotic plaques.   
I am working with world-leaders in the glycan field which would not have been possible without  
Heart Foundation funding. 

My team now includes five PhD students, two honours students, one research assistant and one senior 
post doctorate position. We also have three undergraduate research placement students.

The Heart Foundation Fellowship has provided the springboard to several successful grant 
applications including: NHMRC Ideas grant, Heart Foundation Vanguard Grant, Diabetes Australia 
Millennium Grant, Hospital Research Foundation Project Grant and Diabetes of South Australia Grant. 

It has also provided the opportunity to work with a diverse group of scientists both nationally and 
internationally. 

As a result of my move to Adelaide, I am Chief Investigator on an Australian Research Council (ARC) 
Centre of Excellence for Nanoscale Biophotonics. This role has seen me work with nanoparticle 
materials scientists, glycobiologists, quantum physicists and photonics experts in institutes/universities 
around Australia and internationally.  

 

IMAGE

Associate Professor, Christina Bursill pictured front left 
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We commend Wellbeing SA and the South 
Australia Government for showing strong 
leadership and evidence-based policy 
process in the development of the statewide 
Walking Strategy. 

Now is the time to invest and re-orient 
funding to ensure the strategy’s successful 
implementation through the 3-year Action 
Plan.

This will ensure that walking is prioritised to 
benefit the health of our community, while 
also delivering environmental and social 
benefits. 

The outcomes of actions behind the SA 
Walking Strategy will: 

 build resilience into our cities and 
communities

 improve health and wellbeing 

 help facilitate walking as a regular daily 
mode of transport

 increase walking for recreation and tourism. 

As a priority, the Heart Foundation 
recommends investment in:

Safe walking routes to public transport 

Invest in train and o-bahn stations to build safe 
and connected links for the community to 
walk (and cycle) to public transport stops.

Supporting local government 

Invest in local government to improve 
neighbourhood walkability.

Delivering walking infrastructure

Allocate 0.5% of the state’s major road 
infrastructure funding to develop safe, 
connected walking infrastructure

Supporting a walking culture

An education campaign across multiple 
settings.

Collecting data to measure walking targets

Conduct research and collect data to monitor 
the strategic targets of the Walking Strategy.

WALKING
2.1 Action: Fund the Walking Strategy 
Action Plan implementation

2



                  Winning hearts in South Australia               2022 SA ELECTION POLICY PROPOSALS9

Over the past 20 years the Heart Foundation has 
supported thousands of people to start walking and keep 
walking with our free community-based Heart Foundation 
Walking program.

Heart Foundation Walking (HFW) is Australia’s largest 
free community walking network supporting people in 
our community to commence and maintain walking as 
the most economical and accessible form of physical 
activity.  It increases both the health and wellbeing of 
our community by providing opportunities, resources and 
recognition for people walking. We know that people join 
for the walking and stay for the talking!

In SA HFW supports more than 169 walking groups and 
currently has 12,670 participants. 

The program is flexible enough to cater for individual 
preferences to either walk with a group or walk by 
themselves. We offer workplace programs and recently 
launched our Personal Walking Plans helping people 
over 6 weeks with an individualised, interactive program. 
We have over 8,500 South Australians using our Personal 
Walking Plans.

Walking is still the most popular form of physical activity 
in South Australia, but people need support, both 
environmental and organisational, to walk more often. 
Walking programs help to create a positive social culture 
that values and supports walking.

We know that 66% of South Australian adults did no 
physical activity (no physical activity is measured as zero 
minutes of physical activity in the last week),4  and 85% of 
adults failed to meet the physical activity guidelines.4 

And we know that loneliness and social isolation are 
increasing problems in our community and are risk factors 
for cardiovascular disease.5 

Walking is accessible for all social groups, ages, abilities 
and cultures. It is about much more than physical health 
– it relates to mental health and wellbeing, social support 
and community cohesion and safety.

That’s why the Heart Foundation strongly recommends 
that the government invest $1.2 m over four years in the 
Heart Foundation Walking program. This funding will go 
towards doubling participation rates, getting more South 
Australians on their feet and supporting a heart healthy 
future for our state.

WALKING
2.2  Action: Expand the Heart Foundation Walking program 
to get more South Australians walking more often

 Investment  $1.2m ($300,000 per year over four years)
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Case study:  
Why I care about walking
Mary Smith, Heart Foundation Walking 

Since joining six years ago Mary (pictured right) has 
completed over 900 walks with the Heart Foundation 
Walking program.

“I joined the Heart Foundation Walking group at 
Glandore Community Centre around six years ago after 
retiring. Heart Foundation Walking provides me with the 
opportunity to keep healthy and meet like-minded people 
in an inclusive environment. 

I have been a long-time supporter of the Heart 
Foundation since my husband passed away at a young 
age from a heart condition.  

It has been heartening to have new walkers join our group 
with some joining because they have lost a loved one, 
or they want to lose weight and be healthy or they are 
recuperating from a health problem.   
We are a welcoming and friendly group and it’s good to 
pair up with someone different on each walk and have a 
chat. 

Our group of around 20 walkers, walks every Tuesday and 
Friday rain or shine. In March of this year, we celebrated 
our group’s 10th birthday. 

The Heart Foundation Walking program is a great way to 
connect with people. Before COVID-19, when travelling 
interstate, I would always look up local walking groups 
and join in with them when I could. I have walked with 
groups in Alice Springs, Mt Gambier, Cessnock, Lysterfield 
in Melbourne and best of all, Norfolk Island. There’s 
nothing like walking and talking with the locals to find out 
the best places to go. 

Over the years, our walks have grown from including the 
occasional coffee catch-up to regular monthly catch-
ups for a cuppa, as well as monthly excursions and 
Christmas celebrations. 

In 2019, I was thrilled to be the recipient of a Golden Shoe 
Award for Leadership in Walking and then a Walking SA 
award for volunteering. 

While I am privileged to have received these awards, I 
am continually inspired to make the walking program an 
enjoyable activity that walkers can look forward to and 
benefit from in so many ways.” 
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While coronary disease (a type of 
cardiovascular disease that causes 
heart attacks and angina) has long been 
considered a condition that mostly affects 
men, it is also a leading killer of Australian 
women.6 

Cardiovascular disease in women is under-
recognised, under-diagnosed, under-treated 
and under-researched.7 The reasons for 
this are many and varied and the Heart 
Foundation is working to raise awareness 
of cardiovascular disease in women and 
improve their heart health outcomes.  

Almost every hour of every day an Australian 
woman dies of coronary heart disease. On 
average, that equates to 20 women a day.8 
This means that twice as many Australian 
women die of coronary heart disease 
compared to breast cancer.8 

Indigenous women are almost twice as 
likely as non-Indigenous women to have 
cardiovascular disease.9  

Coronary heart disease accounted for 
almost half of cardiovascular disease 
hospitalisations of Aboriginal people in SA. 
For coronary heart disease, women were 
disproportionately over-represented in the 
Aboriginal cohort accounting for 43% of 
hospital separations, compared to 32% 
separations in non-Aboriginal people.10 This is 
a pattern seen nationally.

In South Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women are at increased risk of 
cardiovascular disease:11   

 30% have high blood pressure

 80% are overweight or obese

 33% currently smoke. 

The inequitable burden of disease 
experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women substantially reduces their 
capacity to fulfil their roles as leaders, carers 
and nurturers of family which further erodes 
the health status of the wider community.12 

WOMEN
Action: Empower South Australian Aboriginal 
women to improve their heart health

3

Figure: Prevalence of cardiovascular disease in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples, 2018-2019, NATSIHS 2018-19

 Investment  $1.5m over 3 years 
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There is an urgent need for primary prevention 
strategies for South Australian Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women to address these 
heart health inequities.

This proposal addresses two of the preventive 
care strategies detailed in The South Australian 
Aboriginal Heart and Stroke Plan 2017-2021:13

 Establish sustainable heart, stroke and 
diabetes awareness and prevention 
campaign/s across SA (strategy 5).

 Increase the use of absolute cardiovascular 
disease risk assessment and management in 
all primary care settings (strategy 6). 

The Heart Foundation, in collaboration with the 
Aboriginal Chronic Disease Consortium and 
associated partners, will lead two key programs 
to improve and strengthen the heart health of 
Aboriginal women:

1. Women’s heart health education campaign

To develop a suite of resources to increase 
knowledge of health promotion, warning signs 
of a heart attack and heart care. Utilising 
existing networks in SA of Aboriginal women, 
this program will be guided by the following 
principles:

 Include cultural, spiritual, social and 
emotional factors

 Focus across the life course, with specific 
approaches for different age groups 

 Recognise the social and economic 
disadvantage experienced by many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 
and the role these factors play in risk 
behaviours and health status 

 Focus on physical activity, nutrition, smoking, 
maternal health and mental health 

 Be coordinated with other appropriate 
prevention programs, as part of a holistic, 
culturally appropriate approach to health 
and wellbeing 

 Use a strength-based approach 

 Build upon existing effective awareness and 
prevention campaigns. 

2. Primary prevention model of care

Community consultation for the women’s heart 
health prevention campaign provides a unique 
opportunity to also engage communities in 
the co-design and development process of a 
primary prevention model of care. The model of 
care would seek to support women in keeping 
their heart healthy. Through consulting with 
communities on what is needed to design a 
health system that meets their explicit needs, 
we will be empowering Aboriginal women to 
be part of their own solution and ensuring a 
sustainable model of care.

Artwork designed and developed by Kyra Edwards, a proud Gunandji woman. 
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For heart health information 
and support, call our 
Helpline on 13 11 12 or visit 
heartfoundation.org.au

For further information contact: 

Ms Tuesday Udell, Advocacy Manager SA/NT

Heart Foundation, 155 Hutt Street Adelaide SA 5000

08 8224 2863

tuesday.udell@heartfoundation.org.au

© 2021 National Heart Foundation of Australia, ABN 98 008 419 761 (Heart Foundation)

Terms of use: This material has been developed for information and educational purposes only. It does not constitute 
medical advice.

Please consult your health care provider if you have, or suspect you have, a health problem. The information 
contained in this material has been independently researched and developed by the Heart Foundation and is 
based on the available scientific evidence at the time of writing. It is not an endorsement of any organisation, 
product or service.

The Heart Foundation and its employees do not accept any liability, including for any loss or damage, resulting from 
the reliance on the content, or in regards to its accuracy, currency and completeness. Any use of Heart Foundation 
material by another person or organisation is done at the user’s own risk.

This work, except as identified below, is licensed by the Heart Foundation under a Creative Commons Attribution 
– Non commercial – No Derivative Works (CC BY-NC-ND) 4.0 licence. To view a copy of this licence, visit: http://
creativecommons.org.au/. You are free to copy and communicate this publication (however in no way 
commercialise the material), in accordance with the rules of attribution set out at https://creativecommons.org.au/
learn/howto/.

Third party material that is not licenced under a Creative Commons licence may be referenced within this 
document. All content not licensed under a Creative Commons licence is all rights reserved. Please contact the 
relevant third-party copyright owner if you wish to use this material.

The Heart Foundation acknowledges the Traditional Owners and custodians of Country throughout Australia and their continuing 
connection to land, waters and community. We pay our respect to them and their cultures, and Elders past, present and future.
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