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The HEAL™ program is an evidence-based eight-
week lifestyle modification program designed to 
promote lifelong healthy habits around diet and 

exercise. Each weekly session incorporates an hour 
of group-based healthy living education with an hour 
of supervised physical activity at a low to moderate 
intensity. HEAL™ is facilitated by university-qualified health 
professionals, and is suitable for people who may not have 
been regularly active for some time, and who may be living 
with, or at risk of developing, chronic conditions such as 
heart disease, diabetes or obesity.

The HEAL™ program is now available to local 
governments outside of HCI areas, and if you would like 
assistance in setting up a program or locating a provider in 
your area, you can contact Jerrad Borodzicz at 
jborodzicz@swsml.com.au. Here, we present three council 
case studies detailing some of the positive community 
benefits that have flowed from HEAL™ program 
participation, and the different ways in which councils are 
coordinating program implementation.

Healthy Eating Activity 
and Lifestyle (HEAL™) 
program embraced by local 
governments

As the Healthy Communities 

Initiative (HCI) enters its third 

year, the HEAL™ program is 

assisting councils to help more 

and more community members 

make positive and long-lasting 

lifestyle changes. The HEAL™ 

program is now also available 

to local governments outside 

of HCI areas.

Rhona Coppin leads the Nordic walking group at Hat Head.

1872_ALGY 2013.indd   23 26/06/13   3:18 PM



24 • THE AUSTRALIAN LOCAL GOVERNMENT YEARBOOK 2013

education + training

Kempsey Shire Council, New South Wales

Residents in the isolated, rural communities of Bellbrook, 
Willawarrin, Hat Head and South West Rocks participated 
in an extended version of the HEAL™ program, known 
locally as ‘Losing it in the Bush’ (LIITB). The extended 
program encouraged participants to take a holistic view 

of their health and wellbeing, and added Women’s Health 
and Mental Health sessions to the original HEAL™ format. 
It also incorporated relaxation practice, information on the 
early signs of depression and anxiety, and support to form 
post-program community walking groups

The HEAL™ component of LIITB was facilitated by 
local exercise physiologist Rhonda Coppin, owner of ‘At 
My Pace’ in Port Macquarie. Rhonda is pictured here 
leading a Nordic walking group at Hat Head. The extension 
components were delivered by health professionals 
from the mid-north coast local health district, including a 
dietician, a mental health worker, health promotion officers 
and a women’s health worker. Kempsey Shire Council – 
Healthy Communities in the Macleay Valley 2012–2014 
provided funding for the program.

LIITB empowers people from small and isolated rural 
communities with populations of less than 5000 to take 
action to improve their own health in partnership with their 
communities. This is a preventative and interventional model 
to tackle health issues associated with inactivity and poor 
nutrition, and it informs and encourages communities to live 
life well, and reduce, through action and education, the risk 
of developing complications from chronic disease. There is 
increasing evidence to support the ‘sense of community’ 
that is achievable through providing isolated communities 
access to programs that are sustainable and ‘owned’ by 
community members. Programs focusing on increasing 
access to physical activity, with the provision of equipment 
and access to community centres, have been shown to be 
successful. For older people, group exercise interventions 
in less intimidating environments, such as community halls, 
have resulted in higher rates of participation.

LIITB was delivered by health professionals over 12 
weeks, and was held in local facilities, such as community 
halls or clubs (or in one case the local pub, which opened 
free of charge to provide a venue for the program). This is 
an amazing example of the community support that can be 
achieved. In general, each week the exercise is a circuit-
based class with resistance activities; participants were 
also encouraged to adapt these exercises to their home 
environments. The exercise component varied at times 
to take advantage of local facilities, geography and fine 
weather. Bushwalking, Nordic walking and beach walking 
have all been offered as an alternative to circuit class work.

Communities that have run the program to date have all 
continued to undertake some form of regular  

LIITB empowers people 
from small and isolated 
rural communities with 
populations of less than 
5000 to take action to 
improve their own health 
in partnership with their 
communities.
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post-program activity. The Hat Head community, which 
is a very small, isolated coastal community, has decided 
that Nordic walking is their exercise of choice. As there 
are limited footpaths and uneven ground in the area, the 
community has embraced the stability of the Nordic poles, 
and people feel much safer when walking. The group 
continues, despite some in the community being amused 
and thinking it looks odd to be using ski poles at the beach! 
Bellbrook is an isolated, largely Aboriginal community with 
no local resources for leisure activities, apart from the river 
for fishing and swimming. The Bellbrook community has 
taken up bushwalking as their post-program activity, and 
has registered the Sugar Loaf Walkers with the National 
Heart Foundation Walking program.

Warren Blackwood, Western Australia

The Well Being Warren Blackwood HCI project 
encompasses three local government areas: the Shires of 
Manjimup, Nannup and Bridgetown-Greenbushes. There 
are seven target towns in the initiative, with a combined 
population of about 17,000. The geographical diversity of 
the Warren Blackwood area and the remoteness of some of 
the towns posed unique challenges for the implementation 
of HEAL™ programs.

Simmone Van Buerle is the Well Being Warren 
Blackwood Coordinator, and a HEAL™ facilitator. Simmone 
says that promoting programs in the more remote towns 
has had its challenges, but that some of the best marketing 
was word of mouth from previous participants. In feedback 
gathered from HEAL™ graduates from the Warren 
Blackwood initiative, they spoke about being ‘motivated 
to get into a regular exercise pattern’, learning that ‘it’s not 
about a diet, just healthy eating’, and that learning to read 
nutritional labels had made them more aware of what they 
were eating with regard to fat and sugar content. Nannup 
couple Baden and Kate Happ, who, at their five-month 
post-HEAL™ assessments, had lost 25 kilograms between 
them, attributed their success to lowering their fat intake 
and increasing their vegetable consumption.

Simmone’s advice to others who might be working 
in spatially diverse local government areas is that people 
really do like to keep it local. ‘Two of our townships are 
just 20 kilometres apart, and it was tempting to run 
a combined program for them, but we opted for two 
smaller ones instead, and the feedback we’ve received is 
that participants loved that they could be part of a local 
HEAL™ group. Participants tell us that they value the 

Baden and Kate Happ celebrate HEAL™ success.

The Well Being Warren 
Blackwood HCI project 
encompasses three 
local government areas: 
the Shires of Manjimup, 
Nannup and Bridgetown-
Greenbushes. There are 
seven target towns in the 
initiative, with a combined 
population of about 
17,000. 
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social aspect of the HEAL™ program, and being involved 
in their own community is very important to them.’ 
Running smaller local programs also means that each 
can be adapted to the needs of the community, such as 
providing a free crèche in one township so that young 
mothers could join the program. As Simmone reiterated, 
‘It’s about listening to the needs of the communities and 
being responsive to those needs.’

City of Greater Taree, New South Wales

Healthy Communities Initiative funding has enabled the 
Greater Taree City Council to take a leading role in public 
health initiatives in their area. With funding secured 
until 2014, and with close assistance from the Hunter 
New England Local Area Health Service, the council 
is coordinating a raft of healthy lifestyle programs and 
playing a pivotal role in bringing together public- and 
private-sector organisations to improve community health 
outcomes through its ‘Learn to Love Life’ initiative. Healthy 
Communities Coordinator Daniel Lawton said, ‘It is great 
to be able to go out and talk to health organisations and 
community groups such as Probus and Men’s Shed, and let 
them know that council is about more than just rates, roads 
and rubbish.’

HEAL™ is one of the major programs being 
implemented in the Greater Taree initiative, with more than 
150 people having started in the program to date. HEAL™ 
is being delivered in a wide range of community settings: 
the Hunter New England Local Area Health Service has 
delivered the program at the local hospital in tandem with 

its cardiac and pulmonary rehabilitation classes, groups 
for the general public are being run from the council-
owned Manning Aquatic Leisure Centre, Nimoola House is 
facilitating sessions for people living with a mental illness, 
and there have been three programs conducted specifically 
for Aboriginal participants using the Aboriginal resources 
developed by the HEAL™ project team. ‘The feedback 
we are getting from participants is very encouraging,’ said 
Daniel Lawton. ‘Ninety-four per cent reported positive 
health benefits, and there was a 40 per cent increase in 
participants’ physical activity levels.’ Council is also offering 
HEAL™ graduates the opportunity to attend cooking 
classes developed by the area health service to reinforce 
the knowledge and skills learned during the program  
(70 per cent of graduates have taken up this opportunity). 
Subsidised Manning Aquatic Leisure Centre memberships 
are also available, enabling graduates to attend a range of 
pool- and gym-based activities.

In summary, Daniel Lawton said, ‘The Healthy 
Communities Initiative has provided a wonderful opportunity 
for council to get involved with health promotion, to assist 
with bringing together the many groups operating in this 
area, and to work towards the long-term sustainability of 
programs such as HEAL™ through funding support for the 
initial training and infrastructure.’ 

If you would like further information about the HEAL™ 
program, please contact National Coordinator  
Jerrad Borodzicz: jborodzicz@swsml.com.au.

Greater Taree initiative Learn to Love Life logo.

It is great to be able 
to go out and talk to 
health organisations and 
community groups, such 
as Probus and Men’s Shed, 
and let them know that 
council is about more 
than just rates, roads and 
rubbish.
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