
Isolated communities in Kempsey Shire embrace HEAL™ 
 

 
 

Residents in the isolated, rural communities of Bellbrook, Willawarrin, Hat Head and South 

West Rocks are benefiting from an extended version of the HEAL™ program known locally as 

“Losing it – in the Bush” (LIITB). LIITB, which encourages participants to take a holistic view 

of their health and wellbeing, adds Women’s Health and Mental Health sessions to the 

original HEAL™ format incorporating relaxation practice, information on the early signs of 

depression & anxiety and support to form post program community walking groups. 

 

The HEAL™ component of LIITB is facilitated by local Exercise Physiologist Rhonda Coppin 

owner of ‘At My Pace’ and pictured above leading a Nordic walking group. The extension 

components are delivered by health professionals from the Mid North Coast Local Health 

District including a Dietician, Mental Health Worker, Health Promotion Officers and 

Women’s Health Worker. Kempsey Shire Council - Healthy Communities Initiative 2012-2014 

is providing the funding for the program. 

 

LIITB empowers small and isolated rural communities (< 5,000 people) to take action to 

improve their own health in partnership with their community. This is a preventative and 

interventional model to tackle health issues associated with inactivity and poor nutrition, to 

inform and encourage communities to live life well and reduce the risk of developing 

complications from chronic disease, through action and education. There is increasing 

evidence to support the “sense of community” achievable through providing isolated 

communities access to programs that are sustainable and “owned” by the community, 

particularly disadvantaged and older communities. Programs focusing on increasing 

community access to physical activity with the provision of equipment and access to 

community centres have been shown to be successful. For older populations, group exercise 

interventions in environments that are less intimidating such as community halls have 

resulted in higher rates of participation. 

 

LIITB is delivered by health professionals over 12 weeks and is held in local facilities such as 

community halls or clubs (or in one case the local pub, which opened free of charge to 

provide the program with a venue). 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 are also encouraged to adapt these exercises to their home 

environment. The exercise component varies at times to take advantage of local facilities or 

geography for example; bushwalking, Nordic walking and beach walking have been offered 

during fine weather. 

 

To encourage sustainability the program offers information on funding grants to continue 

the exercise component, for example paying for an exercise provider to attend each week 

after the program is completed. A representative from the National Heart Foundation is 

invited to each program to assist in setting up a walking group following completion of LIITB. 

Several groups have been registered with the National Heart Foundation and continue to 

walk. The communities that we have run the program in to date have all continued to 

undertake some form of regular activity. The Hat Head community, 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 have embraced the stability 

of the Nordic poles and 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 (fishing & swimming), it is also an hour’s drive from the 

nearest town. The Bellbrook community has taken up bushwalking as their post program 

activity and have registered the Sugar Loaf Walkers with the National Heart Foundation. 

 

For more information on “Losing it –in the Bush” please contact either; 

 

Dianne Penberthy Health Promotion Coordinator Rural Primary Health Service MNCLHD  

Dianne.Penebrthy@ncahs.health.nsw.gov.au or, 

 

Jane Newman Clinical Nurse Consultant Women’s Health MNCLHD 

Jane.Newman@ncahs.health.nsw.gov.au  


