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Okotoks 
A Made-in-Alberta Healthy Community 

by Brett Hodson and Lori Anderson 

OKOTOKS, ALBERTA, has historical roots as a 
rural, agricultural community. Located twenty 
kilometres south of Calgary, the town now has a 
strong urban influence, with the majority of its 
residents commuting to the city for employment. 
Okotoks is one of Alberta's fastest growing 
communities, with a population of 12,000 that is 
expected to double in the next twenty years. 

The town is becoming world-renowned 
for its adamant approach to sustainable 
development. Strict water-use regulations, 
promotion of household water- and 
energy-conservation devices, and a self
imposed bylaw that will limit population 
size to 30,000 (the calculated carrying 
capacity of the Sheep River watershed in 
which the town is situated) are key strate
gies for environmental sustainability. 

Before the environmental and conserva
tion movement took hold as an urban 
planning philosophy in Okotoks, members 
of the community embarked on the 
"healthy community" process. The inspi
ration for this came from members of the 
Headwaters Health Authority (HHA), the 
health region that includes Okotoks in its 
jurisdictional boundaries. The health 
region has always had a commitment to 
an ecological approach to health, in which 
sectors work together to address the 
determinants of health . 

In October 1996, the Okotoks municipal 
government passed a resolution to act as 
a partner with the Headwaters Health 
Authority to create healthier communities 
using the World Health Organization's 
model. These two founding partners 
introduced the concept to the community 
through a town hall-style meeting in 
January 1997. A month later, the Healthy 
Okotoks Coalition (HOC) was born. At 
the time, the healthy community process 
was a pilot project, the first and only proj
ect of its kind underway in the health 
region . 

October• November• Oecember, 200:l , Vol. 42, N° 4 18 

A process evaluation of the HOC, con
ducted in 1999 and funded by Health 
Canada's Health Transition Fund, with the 
support of Alberta Health and Wellness, 
helped create an understanding of the 
process required to develop a healthy 
community in Okotoks, as well as of the 
role to be played by the municipal gov
ernment and the health authority. 

The HOC currently boasts about fifty 
members (membership numbers fluctuate 
on a continual basis). Membership is open 
to any community member or agency rep
resentative, and includes individuals repre
senting the health authority and the 
town's administration . The remainder of 
the membership is comprised mostly of 
community members who do not repre
sent any specific agency, institution or 
organization. Information revealed by the 
process evaluation suggested that 
although the membership was broad, 
active participation in the coalition was 
limited to key members who were well 
connected in the community, through 
either their profession or volunteer work 
they've done. Furthermore, participation 
in specific coalition activities was primarily 
the result of professional, personal or 
altruistic agendas. 

The political climate surrounding the HOC 
is one in which the status quo is being 
challenged and recognition is being given 
to approaches that emphasize accessibil
ity, public participation, intersectoral and 
interdisciplinary collaboration, technology, 
and action based on the determinants of 
health . The specific impact of the HOC as 
a vehicle for influencing urban planning in 
the town is not fully known, understood 
or appreciated . However, the HOC, with 
its registered society status, has acted as a 
fund holder for projects under the town's 
"Sustainable Okotoks" conservation ini
tiative. It has also supplied community 
members to sit on an advisory body for 
initiatives involving development of a new 
health centre and downtown revitaliza
tion, as well as provided members to sit 
on various bylaw committees. 

It should be noted that the HOC's 
approach to advocacy for healthy public 
policy has been erratic. Because of its 
decisions to be relatively nonconfronta-

tional, bylaws requiring drinking establish
ments to post signs about the dangers of 
drinking alcohol, as well as campaigns to 
restrict smoking in public places where 
children are present, have been discussed 
but never pursued in earnest. However, 
changes to a land use bylaw to allow the 
development of a community garden 
were strongly pursued and achieved. The 
HOC's effectiveness in tough health
related issues has yet to be tested . 

The role of municipal government and the 
Headwaters Health Authority in the 
process of creating a healthy community 
in Okotoks has been important. From its 
inception, the healthy communities con
cept has been distinguished from other 
community health development strategies 
by its involvement of local government. 
Okotok's municipal administration and the 
health authority have supported this coali
tion by providing leadership, infrastructure 
and resources to assist community mem
bers and groups in the process of creating 
a healthy community. Although political 
support is crucial to such projects (see 
Nunez et al, 1994), the local government 
has apparently not imposed its will on the 
coalition . Furthermore, despite the fact 
that the coalition was, in a sense, institu
tionally created through a partnership 
between the local municipality and the 
health authority, professionals in health 
and other fields have not defined prob
lems or developed solutions for the coali
tion without the full consultation and sup
port of the group. 

The coalition's focus on collaborative rela
tionships and networking within the com
munity reflects the adherence to the prin
ciples of multisectoral action . By these 
means, attempts have been made to build 
community capacity and, at times, to 
allow citizens the opportunity to influence 
urban planning and public policy develop
ment. In addition, the healthy community 
process in this context represents a dis
tinctive approach to developing local solu
tions to local health concerns related to 
urban development. The HOC has proven 
effective at bringing community members 
and agencies together and managing indi
vidual agendas, all in the name of creating 
a healthy community. 
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There is much work left to do in improv
ing health in Okotoks. The town 's rapid 
increases in population, its proximity to 
Calgary, and its commitment to sustain
able growth offer both challenges and 
opportunities for health development. The 
ability or desire of the coalition to con
tinue to challenge the status quo and 
"weigh in" on tough issues will determine 
its legacy in Okotoks. 
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Summary 
Despite limited provincial support, the 
"healthy community" process has suc
cessfully been applied in Okotoks, 
Alberta. Starting out in 1997 as a pilot 
project of the Headwaters Health 
Authority, the process has continued to 
flourish in a community challenged by 
rapid growth and its proximity to a major 
urban centre. Although the Healthy 
Okotoks Coalition is active in many com
munity improvement projects, sends 
members to sit on various bylaw commit
tees, and successfully manages individual 
members' agendas in the name of creat
ing a healthy community, it has yet to 
take on tough health-related political 
causes. 

Sommaire 
Malgre un apport provincial Ii mite, la 
Headwaters Health Authority de la ville 
d'Okotoks, en Alberta, est parvenue, 
depuis 1997, a engager un processus de 
communaute saine. La population accuse 
une croissance rapide et doit composer 
avec la proximite d'un ville importante. La 
Healthy Okotoks Coalition participe a 
plusieurs proiets d'amelioration commu
nautaire, siege a plusieurs comites 
municipaux et compose avec les obliga
tions individuelles de ses membres. Elle 
devra cependant faire certains choix 
difficiles en s'engageant dans des causes 
politiques reliees a la sante. 


