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THE NOTION OF A HEALTHY COMMUNITY, 
in which all sectors of the community work together 
to achieve social, economic and environmental 
well-being, is viewed by some as hopelessly 
idealistic. For others, it has provided a pragmatic 
and ekgant framework for establishing strategic 
community plans, organizational development and 
collaborative community action. 

Public health, urban planning and com
munity development are a few of the 
fields that hold the view that science and 
human nature can be reconciled, and 
many working in these fields have, in 
recent years, made use of the "healthy 
communities " model. 

The healthy community approach is based 
on compelling evidence that social, envi
ronmental and economic factors have a 
strong impact on human health status. It 
proposes that all sectors of a community 
must work together in order to create a 
healthy community. A healthy community 
process involves community members 
coming together to develop a shared 
vision of their healthy community, assess
ing the capacity of their community to 
realize that vision , and developing strate
gies that will move them toward their 
goals. 

In the eighteen years since the healthy 
communities model was proposed, it has 
been incorporated into the standard prac
tices .of many organizations and coalitions. 
Techniques promoted by the healthy com
munities approach, such as visioning, mul
tisectoral participation and community 
outreach, are being used in a wide variety 
of settings. Partnerships, coalitions and 
other types of collaborations have become 
commonplace, and many local govern
ments are either leading or supporting a 
healthy community initiative. 

The Ontario Healthy 
Communities Coalition 
As the "hub" of the healthy communities 
network in Ontario,1 OHCC creates effec
tive synergy by combining a strong grass
roots orientation, a participatory commu
nications network, skilled staff, a 

representative board of directors, and 
access to expert resources. Our eight 
regionally-located "community anima
tors" provide bilingual services to groups 
who are working to create a healthier 
community. Over the past year, OHCC 
provided services or outreach to 219 com
munity groups and coalitions. 

Adaptability of the model 
Many communities across the province 
have embraced the healthy communities 
model and adapted it to meet their 
unique needs and interests . This has led to 
the development of exciting and innova
tive forms, structures and modes of 
involving people in healthy community 
activities. 

For example, the Clarington Healthy 
Communities Committee has served as a 
catalyst for several valuable projects, such 
as Road Watch (community involvement 
in traffic safety) and Valleys 2000 (ecosys
tem rehabilitation and trail development 
in Bowmanville's creek valleys) . 

The Walkerton Healthy Communities 
Initiative (WHCI), having been active in 
environment issues for over three years, 
found that adopting the healthy commu
nity model led to an expansion of the 
group's mandate and activities. It also 
enhanced their profile and elicited addi
tional community support. 

The planning process 
The 1990s saw many of Ontario's munici
palities reviewing and revising their official 
plans, with some of them also developing 
or revising their community strategic 
plans. Several communities used this as an 
opportunity to bring healthy communities 
principles into the planning process. In 
Windsor, for example, healthy communi
ties principles form a philosophical frame
work for addressing issues of the environ
ment, land use infrastructure, urban 
design and heritage conservation . 
Clarington's plan has three main princi
ples: sustainable development, healthy 
communities and growth management. 
The Chatham-Kent Community Capacity 
Builders Forum is working with the munic
ipality and other community partners to 
implement the new Chatham-Kent 
Community Strategic Plan , introduced to 
the public in May 2001. 

13 

Although incorporating healthy communi
ties principles in municipal planning 
processes presents certain challenges, 
there are definite benefits as well, such as: 

• A more positive relationship between 
government and community; 

• A more accurate reflection of what the 
community believes is important; and 

• Guidelines for citizens who wish to 
address a concern about their commu
nity. 

Simcoe North has just released "Picture 
This! Our Plan for a Healthy Community. " 
This quality-of-life indicator report was 
based on data collected with wide and 
diverse community participation . With the 
report delivered free to all homes in the 
two towns and townships, everyone has 
been invited to participate in the next 
steps. Mary DiTomaso of the North 
Simcoe Community Futures Development 
Corporation says: "OHCC played an inte
gral part right from the very beginning of 
the whole process. OHCC staff helped us 
and offered access to other communities 
who were doing similar work and made us 
aware of other models. " 

The Sudbury experience 
The Sudbury area is often used as an 
example of a community working well 
with the healthy communities model. In 
the amalgamated City of Greater Sudbury, 
a group is presently working on a report 
to council that advocates the adoption of 
healthy communities principles-a step 
that it hopes will lead to council support 
for more community involvement in plan
ning and decision-making processes. 

Bill Lautenbach, director of planning serv
ices for the City of Greater Sudbury, 
reminds us that a community has to set its 
own indicators of success and stay 
focused on the issues that concern them. 
He attributes Sudbury's success to nearly 
thirty years of community involvement in 
environmental issues. 

The extraordinary achievements of the 
Regional Land Reclamation Program,2 

launched in 1978, has illustrated the 
power of this community 's action. 
Engagement in this program spilled over 
to other areas of concern, and it just 
keeps building. Decades later, some of 
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these same people are still involved, and 
many others have joined them to work on 
a variety of community issues. 

Continually redefining a healthy commu
nity and setting new indicators of success 
have been critical to Sudbury's successes. 
The development process has informed 
and helped with other projects. It works 
for Sudbury, and will likely keep working 
as the community moves forward . 

Community involvement in 
decision-making 
The use of a healthy community "lens" in 
policy development and the involvement 
of residents in the formulation of public 
policy are also being promoted and sup
ported by healthy community groups and 
coalitions across the province. 
Nevertheless, moving from rhetoric to 
meaningful impact can be a significant 
challenge . 

Being part of the policy-development or 
decision-making processes requires more 
than community consultations . There 
needs to be vigorous participation in plan
ning and decision-making in order to 
reflect the values of residents in the devel
opment of their community. 
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The benefits of genuine community par
ticipation are considerable: 

• Better utilization of the skills and wis
dom of the participants; 

• More "buy-in" from community mem
bers; 

• Better decisions made by virtue of a col 
laborative thought process; 

• Better problem-solving, as information 
and different perspectives are consid
ered; 

• Better implementation strategies, with 
optimal resource utilization. 

Getting this kind of involvement is neither 
easy nor quickly done. The process often 
requires people to see their roles and their 
departments differently, to think in new 
ways and embrace change. It requires 
champions who believe in the outcome of 
these processes, and coaches who can 
help others to see how things can change. 
It means operating from healthy commu
nity principles and from a framework that 
values the participation of a broad spec
trum of the community. There must be 
commitment at all levels to a more collab
orative way of communicating and mak
ing decisions about policies and issues in 
the community. If we don't engage the 
wisdom inherent in our communities, we 
neglect a resource of great value. 
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Summary 
In the years since the "healthy communi
ties " model was first proposed, it has 
been incorporated into the standard prac
tices of many organizations and coalitions. 
One of the strengths of the model is its 
ability to respond to the unique needs and 
interests of each community. The Ontario 
Healthy Communities Coalition (OHCC) 
promotes the benefits of genuine commu
nity participation and provides a variety of 
services to assist groups who are working 
to create healthier communities. 

Sommaire 
Depuis la premiere mise en place du 
modele «Communautes en sante» ii a ete 
de pratique courante de voir Jes 
organisations et regroupements integrer ce 
modele. Une des forces de ce modele 
reside dans le fait qu 'i/ s'adapte facilement 
aux besoins et aux interets personnels de 
chaque communaute. La coalition 
Communautes en sante de /'Ontario met 
de /'avant Jes benefices retires d'une 
veritable participation de la communaute 
tout en offrant une variete de services 
destines a aider les groupes engages dans 
la creation de communautes plus saines. 
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Notes 
I For the history and background of the Ontario Healthy 

Communities Coalition, please see "An Idea Whose Time Has 
Come: A Decade of Healthy Community Activity in Ontario," in 
Inspiring Change: Healthy Cities and Communities in 
Ontario (Toronto: Versatel): 7-20. 

2 For more information on the Regional Land Reclamation 
Project, see David Lees' piece in Canadian Geographic 
(May,'.June 2000): 61. 


