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community, health and ageing

With obesity and chronic 
disease placing increasing 
strain on national and local 
health services, a program that 
assists local councils to build 
healthier communities is now 
available Australia-wide.

The HEAL™ program is available to all councils 
participating in the Commonwealth’s Healthy 
Communities Initiative (HCI). Since July 2010, 

HEAL™ has been adopted by 27 councils across the 
nation, assisting their citizens to become more physically 
active and to make healthier eating and lifestyle choices. 
The HEAL™ program was developed by Sydney South 
West GP Link Ltd. (SSWGPL) and is being made available 
nationally in partnership with Exercise & Sports Science 
Australia (ESSA). 

HEAL™ is an eight-week lifestyle modification program 
delivered by tertiary qualified health professionals. The 
program covers nutrition and physical exercise through one 
hour each week of healthy eating and lifestyle education, 
complemented by one hour of low to moderate intensity 
exercise in a supportive group environment. The program 
can be delivered in a variety of community settings, and 
empowers participants to take responsibility for their own 
health, leading to long-term improvements in health and 
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wellbeing. HEAL™ is underpinned by general practitioners 
(GPs) and allied health professionals working together to 
ensure participant support and care in each LGA. 

Case study: South West Sydney (NSW)

Before becoming a national program under the HCI, 
HEAL™ had been improving the health of over 2500 
participants in South West Sydney since 2002. Programs 
continue to be delivered in the Campbelltown, Liverpool 
and Fairfield local government areas by a team of exercise 
physiologists and dietitians, with participants referred to the 
program by their GPs. Results for participants completing 
the program show a five per cent reduction in weight, 
seven per cent reduction in waist circumference and three 
per cent reduction in hip circumference. 

Campbelltown and Liverpool HEAL™ programs are 
offered at the local Division of General Practice (Sydney 
South West GP Link), which has a small gym and 
education centre on site. HEAL™ is also offered at the 
cardiac rehabilitation program gym at Fairfield hospital. In 
January 2012, HEAL™ will expand to the Camden Hospital 
Metabolic Rehabilitation Clinic. Leading Endocrinologist, 
and head of the Metabolic Rehabilitation Clinic, Dr Nic 
Kormas, says, ‘I value the relationship with Sydney South 
West GP Link and the opportunity for the HEAL™ program 
to be offered to many of the patients on my waiting list, 
which can sometimes be as much as six months long.’ 

By attending HEAL™, Dr Kormas’ patients are able to 
commence making positive changes to their lifestyles, 
diabetes and metabolic disease management in the time 
they need to wait before receiving further specialist advice. 

HEAL™ groups have also been tailored for participants 
from the Khmer, Assyrian and Vietnamese communities 
in Fairfield and Liverpool. The success of these programs 
was aided by close collaboration with the local Multicultural 
Health Service, with bi-lingual multicultural health workers 
with close links to the community assisting the HEAL™ 
facilitator to run the sessions. 

Case study: City of Wanneroo (WA) 

The City of Wanneroo in Western Australia was the first HCI 
funded council in Australia to run HEAL™ for its community 
members. HEAL™ programs are being offered to men’s 
and seniors’ groups at the Hainsworth Centre, a combined 
recreation, leisure and community centre, in Girrawheen, 
and a Younger Mums HEAL™ program is operating in 
Yanchep.

HEAL™ programs in Wanneroo are combined with 
cooking classes where participants can translate the skills 
learned in the HEAL™ educational sessions into practice in 
a supportive environment. A number of HEAL™ graduates 
have also taken up the option of participating in ongoing 
exercise classes offered at their local centre. In 2012, Toyah 
Tinworth, HEAL™ facilitator and Healthy Communities 
Coordinator for Wanneroo, plans to continue trialling social 
media as a means to advertise and promote the program 
to her Younger Mums’ group, which she says ‘…has been 
working really well.’ 

Below: Jessie Pullar and Toyah Tinworth (City of Wanneroo, WA) 
prepare a hands-on education session about healthy eating 

continued on page 149 

Results for participants 
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cent reduction in waist 
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per cent reduction in hip 
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When interviewed, HEAL™ graduates said that what 
they valued most about the program was the support of 
skilled and knowledgeable facilitators, getting accurate 
dietary information and debunking some of the myths 
about dieting. Every graduate interviewed felt that they 
would be able to maintain the lifestyle changes they 
learned during HEAL™ and that the changes would flow 
on to their families as well.

Case study: City of Bunbury (WA) 

The City of Bunbury in Western Australia received 
HCI funding in June 2011 and is supporting HEAL™ 
programs across a number of locations including the 
South West Women’s Health & Information Centre 
(SWWHIC), South West Aboriginal Medical Service 
(SWAMS) and the South West Sports Centre. Bunbury 
Mayor, David Smith, is leading by example, joining 
participants in the first sports centre program to learn 
about the benefits of a healthy lifestyle.

HEAL™ facilitator at SWWHIC, Anne Mackay, 
says, ‘The ladies are really enjoying the program and 
there has been some weight loss, which is great.’ 
Anne includes walking in her group exercise program, 
taking participants along the Bunbury foreshore to 
explore and interact with the newly installed outdoor 
exercise equipment. Joyce Dimer, Senior Aboriginal 
Health Worker and HEAL™ facilitator at SWAMS, 
is incorporating the HEAL™ education content into 
yarning sessions as participants learn to prepare healthy 
meals at the community centre. 

A number of HEAL™ 
graduates have also 
taken up the option of 
participating in ongoing 
exercise classes offered 
at their local centre.
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HEAL™ facilitator and Healthy Communities 
Coordinator for Bunbury, Jason Frisina, said, ‘I’ve been 
overwhelmed by the strong response we’ve had to our 
media advertising for HEAL™ participants. The first 
programs filled very quickly and we have people waitlisted 
for programs starting in the New Year.’ Jason said his 
HEAL™ participants were enjoying the interactive education 
sessions and were feeling very positive about their group 
exercise classes at the sports centre despite some initial 
trepidation about going to a gym. ‘Several participants have 
now made enquiries about joining the sports centre and we 
are thinking of offering discount memberships as incentives 
for completing the eight-week program,’ reported Jason. 

How can your council run HEAL™ programs? 

Healthy Communities Coordinators in HCI-funded councils 
are encouraged to contact a member of the HEAL™ 
National team to discuss how the program best meets  
the needs of their local government area. 

HEAL™ works successfully with, and can support, 
other community-based programs such as community 
gardens, healthy cooking classes, supermarket shopping 
tours, healthy cookbooks, walking groups and other 
ongoing physical activity programs. 

If your council is interested in finding out more about 
the HEAL™ program or the Healthy Communities 
Initiative, please contact the HEAL™ National team by 
email.  

LGAs in NSW, VIC, NT and ACT –  
please contact jborodzicz@sswgpl.com.au

LGAs in QLD, WA, TAS and SA –  
please contact sharon.hetherington@essa.org.au

Left: HEAL™ 
participants at Sydney 
South West GP Link in 
Campbelltown (NSW) 
enjoying a HEAL™ 
exercise class

Below: Nerida McMillan and Jason Frisina (City of Bunbury, 
WA) prepare for a class presentation during HEAL™ 
facilitator training

HEAL™ participants were 
enjoying the interactive 
education sessions and were 
feeling very positive about 
their group exercise classes 
at the sports centre despite 
some initial trepidation 
about going to a gym.
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