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GIS for Healthy Communities

Update: the HEAL Team

Children’s Health Atlas: This 400+ page atlas uses a 
Geographic Information System (GIS) to identify, assess, 
and map opportunities for healthy living in South-
western Ontario. 

Examining geographical variations in children’s health 
is critical for uncovering how social and physical 
environments can influence health and well-being. 
The atlas is currently being used by policymakers, 
planners, health professionals, and other stakeholders 
in Southwestern Ontario to help develop policies and 
interventions for promoting the health of children and 
communities.

Pediatric trauma: Dr. Gilliland, Tanya Charyk-
Stewart (LHSC Epidemiologist) and Dr. Doug Fraser 
(Paediatric Critical Care Medicine, Western/LHSH/
CHRI) form an interdisciplinary research team examin-
ing the epidemiology of childhood injury. Using 
emergency room data and GIS mapping, they recently 
published a paper which identified rural-urban differ-
ences in the aetiology and severity of concussions 
among children in SW Ontario.

“The cutting edge-research in urban environments, GIS, and population 
health provided by the HEAL Lab are easily translatable to my current 
interdisciplinary work with archaeologists, civil engineers, and environmen-
tal scientists at Michigan Tech” - Dr. Don Lafreniere (PhD 2014), Assistant 
Professor for Historical Geography at Michigan Tech University 

“HEAL gave me applied experience into the real inner workings of urban 
planning and municipal governance. This was invaluable in setting myself apart 
in an incredibly competitive job market” - Steve Fitzpatrick (MA, 2014), Planning 
Officer with Canada Post, using spatial reasoning and analysis to retrofit the built 
environment 

“HEAL provided me with everything necessary to become an effective research 
professional: excellent research experience, invaluable work and volunteer 
opportunities, and ample connections with those in my field of interest.” - Lucie 
Richard (MA, 2014) Health Geographer Analyst for the Clinical Evaluative Sciences, 
Western University

“Working in a diverse, productive lab like the HEAL meant that I always had a 
colleague to consult when I had a question or just needed to talk.” Dr. Richard 
Sadler, PhD (2013), Assistant Professor of Family Medicine in the College of Human 
Medicine at Michigan State University 

Children’s heart health: Dr. Jason Gilliland and 
colleagues from the Lawson Health Research Institute 
and Children’s Health Research Institute are collabo-
rating to identify how environmental factors influence 
children’s heart health.

The HEAL is a state-of-the-art, interdisciplinary research and training 

environment specializing in the production, evaluation, synthesis, 

dissemination and mobilization of evidence to support effective policies, 

programs and professional practice aimed at creating healthy and vibrant 

communities. 

We facilitate cross-sector collaborations on issues related to urban 

planning, economic development, local food, children’s environments, 

and public health. We have award-winning expertise in applications of 

Geographic Information Systems for community impact.



STEAM:
CHILDREN AND THEIR 
ENVIRONMENTS
Between 2011 and 2013, 851 children (aged 
9-13 years) from 46 schools throughout South-
western Ontario participated in the STEAM 
project conducted by the HEAL.  STEAM stands 
for ‘Spatial Temporal Environmental and Activity 
Monitoring’. The objective of the project was to 
assess how neighbourhood design, access to 
junk food and the route children use to get to 
school affect their overall health. Accelerom-
eters were used to measure activity levels and a 
GPS to track where healthy and unhealthy 
activities are taking place.

Results analyzed by physical activity, active 
travel, barriers to walking, screen time, healthy 
food, and junk food can be found online, at 
steamproject.ca   

This past November, with assistance from
Dr. Clark and Dr. Gilliland of the HEAL, 
London was selected as one of the 45 
communities across Ontario to participate in 
The Healthy Kids Community Challenge. 
Over the next four years, London will deliver 
local programs and activities to promote 
children’s health. These include focusing on 
healthy eating, physical activity and healthy 
lifestyle choices, such as the importance of 
getting adequate sleep.

ACTIVE AND SAFE ROUTES TO 
SCHOOL
ASRTS is a community-based initiative that 
promotes the use of active transportation 
(e.g., walking and biking) to and from school. 
It addresses physical activity and traffic safety 
issues while mitigating air pollution and 
climate change. 

As part of the ASRTS steering committee, the 
HEAL is responsible for collecting and analyz-
ing baseline data and developing action 
plans for schools. Working closely with each 
School Travel Plan working group, the HEAL 
plays a vital role in promoting active travel 
among elementary schools in London and 
Middlesex, Elgin, and Oxford counties.

The ACT-i-Pass program, offers every Grade 5 student in London free access to indoor and outdoor recreational activities throughout the entire 
school year. Collaborating with London’s Child & Youth Network, the YMCA of London, Boys & Girls Club of London, City of London Parks & Recreation 
and Spectrum programs, the purpose of the program is to increase a child's ability to participate in physical activity, which can improve overall health
and increase play in their lives. Responsible for the evaluation component, HEAL researchers, with research grants from the Canadian Cancer Society
and the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) will be tracking participants over the 8 month school year and a full year afterwards, to better 
understand how the program benefits children. 

EVALUATION COORDINATOR: DR. ANDREW CLARK; CYN PROJECT MANAGER: JOSH ARCHER 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: DR. JASON GILLILAND; CO-INVESTIGATORS: DR. WILLIAM AVISON; DR. HARRY PRAPAVESSIS; DR. TRISH TUCKER; DR. PIOTR WILK

Dr. Jason Gilliland is a leading expert on urban “food deserts”, 
which are socio-economically disadvantaged areas of a city or 
region where people do not have easy access to healthy and 
affordable food. A 2008 study by Gilliland and student Kristian 
Larsen identified London’s Old East Village (OEV) as a food desert. 
However, in 2010, they showed how the introduction of a farmers’ 
market resulted in the neighbourhood no longer being a food 
desert. In 2013, Gilliland and students Michael Clark and Richard 
Sadler documented the local economic impact of the farmers’ 
market and how the OEV is becoming a local “food district”

LONDON’S OLD EAST VILLAGE

THE “GREEN” DIRECTION 
In November 2011, Janet Loebach and Sarah McCans (Project 
Leaders), both PhD Candidates and HEAL research associates, 
received a grant from the London Community Foundation to 
develop an environmental education pilot project that involved 
working with students at Blessed Sacrament elementary school to 
redesign a portion of their school ground into a ‘naturalized’ play
and learning space. Upon completion of the multi-staged project 
in 2014, the new yard included the removal of asphalt and the 
planting shade trees, shrubs, and grasses to offer children multiple 
opportunities for outdoor play and learning. 

"By collaborating with
community partners, 

we are able to conduct 
meaningful research 

that often has 
immediate impact”

- Dr. Jason Gilliland,
 HEAL Director The “Green Direction” project at 

Blessed Sacrament Catholic School 

SmartAPPetite is a novel smartphone application, 
or 'app', and interactive website that provides 
users customized tips about local food, healthy 
eating, recipes, and information about local 
farmers and food providers. The goal of the 
project is to remove barriers to finding local 
healthy foods, in turn boosting the local food 
economy. Annually, $18 billion dollars are spent 
on foods purchased outside of Ontario. Through 
education and spreading awareness of the 
multiple economic, environmental and health 
benefits of consuming local foods, the SmartAPP 
can create jobs and generate additional revenues 
in food sales in Ontario. SmartAPP was developed 
with the London Training Centre, Brescia Univer-
sity College, Wilfrid Laurier University, and the Old East Business Improvement Area, with funds from Research Western and 
the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities. The team is working to expand SmartAPP across Ontario, and eventually 
North America.

Back row from left to right: Michael Clark; David Corke; MPP Peggy Sattler; 
Dr Jason Gilliland; Mayor Matt Brown; Dr Colleen O’Connor; Ahsan Syed; 
Malgorzata Milczarek, Front row: Katherine Wilson; Alicia Sippola 

PROJECT MANAGER: MALGORZATA MILCZAREK; PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: DR. JASON GILLILAND 
CO-INVESTIGATORS:  DR. SEAN DOHERTY; DR. COLLEEN O’CONNOR; DR. RICHARD SADLER

From left to right: Dr Jason Gilliland, MPP Deb Matthews, Dr Andrew Clark,  
Dr Dan Shrubsole, Dr Colleen O’Connor 

ONTARIO’S HEALTHY KIDS COMMUNITY CHALLENGE

Smart APPetite 

ACT-i-Pass  
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