
The Town of Smithers’ Newcomers Recreation and Healthy 
Eating Accessibility Project partnered with community lead-
ers to build a program that promotes social inclusion in the 
community by creating a safe space to understand the local 
culture and try new things.

Welcome to Smithers: An innovative 
recreation program improves social connectedness.

Rohitha Fernando took a deep breath of crisp air as he walked along the 
narrow mountain path on Smithers’ Hudson Bay Mountain. A carpet of alpine 
wildflowers stretched out beside his hiking group as they walked. The trail 
disappeared far into the distance where the craggy mountain peak stretched 
into the sky – 8600 feet above sea level.

Originally from Sri Lanka – a hot island country south of India – Fernando 
is enthusiastically embracing the recreational opportunities available in his 
new home. This is, in part, because of the Newcomers Recreation and Healthy 
Eating Accessibility Project – a program that invites newcomers to participate 
in facilitated sports and meal planning activities.

Learning from the Process
The project is jointly run by Smithers 
Community Services Association (SCSA) 
and the Town of Smithers and facilitated by 
Kimberly Unger. “One of the main goals of 
this project is to improve the lives of new 
immigrants,” explains Unger from her office 
located in the town’s train station. Newcomers 
to Smithers are from myriad of different 
places and professional backgrounds – some 
struggled with cultural and language barriers. 
SCSA worked with the Town and community 
groups to address these barriers by conduct-
ing surveys and focus groups to determine 
the best approach. 

 They discovered that newcomers often 
don’t know about the various recreation clubs 
that exist. They now provide information on 
amenities to newcomers and also help clubs 
and groups learn how to be more welcoming 
of newcomers. The projects offers an impres-
sive list of regular recreational opportunities 
including: hiking, games nights, canoeing, 
bowling, skating, winter fun day, yoga, rec-
reation fair, coffee groups and tennis lessons 
as well as workshops with local recreation 
clubs. This builds on other initiatives such as 
driving license support, housing and rental 
support, anthropological trips to first nation 
sites, potluck picnics, a community banquet 
and cook book.

“I had never seen snow in my backyard until 
I came to Smithers,” says Fernando. “I went to 
the ice rink clung to the wall!” He and his wife 
started attending the events after meeting 
Kimberly at a Bike to Work Week event. 
“Things that look too little and too small may 
look really big for an immigrant, that is why 
Smithers Community Association is a great 
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Rohitha Fernando and 
Kimberly Unger (right) enjoy Bike 
to Work Week with local residents 



Health Authority supported the project.
“It as a very good partnership,” says Hillaby, “ 

The Recreation, Parks and Culture department 
would not have been able to make contacts 
with newcomers so easily without the SCSA’s 
existing programs and staff. “ 

The Town of Smithers grant writer invited 
SCSA to participate in the project and helped 
apply for the Healthy Communities Capacity 
Building grant which funded the Newcomer 
Recreation and Healthy Eating Accessibility 
Project (including focus groups, workshops, 
and recreational activities).

Through working jointly on this project, the 
Town of Smithers and Smithers Community 
Services Association increased their familiarity 
with the services offered in the community 
and the needs of new immigrants especially 
with regards to recreational activities.

Hillaby’s role evolved over time from 
being supportive to helping to set up more 
recreation activities in the third phase of the 
program. For example, the Town recently 
purchased ping pong tables – popular activity 
identified in the program surveys – for after-
school programs the fall to bring out some of 
the younger newcomers. 

Andrew enjoys meeting participants and 
hearing their feedback. “As I got to know the 
newcomers I found out that some people 
wanted to play badminton, I connected them 
to the badminton club in town. Now there are 
five or six adults that go and play badminton 
on Sunday nights. It doesn’t cost us anything 
to make those relationships – it’s about con-
necting the dots.”

Innovative Outcomes and Impacts
Unger found that over time the clients gained 
confidence and felt more comfortable in 
participating in community activities. 

“The next time someone invites them to 
go skating, they won’t say I haven’t tried it – 
they’ll say I‘ve tried it twice and they will go.” 
Unger has recommendations for other com-
munities that want to try a similar initiative.. 
“Let people try an activity for free with ‘Try-it 
days’ or ‘Bring a Friend Days.’ She advises 
others to keep expectations in check. “It’s a lot 
about building trust with the newcomers. If 
one or two people take away something – it’s 
worth it. It really does improve our clients’ 
health and well-being.” 

Visit www.planh.ca/smithers for more 
information and resources. 

link for people that come from outside the 
community. This has many health benefits.” 

Welcoming communities are important for 
the health and well-being of everyone who 
lives in British Columbia. When racism, lan-
guage barriers, a lack of cultural sensitivity, and 
a feeling of not belonging in the community 
prevents people of different backgrounds from 
accessing community services, their mental 
and physical health suffers.

Recent research into social connectedness 
shows that people with extensive and strong 
support networks tend to have better physical 
health through lower rates of unhealthy 
behaviours (such as smoking, drinking, and an 
inactive lifestyle), a lower prevalence of mental 
illness, and more opportunities for sustained 
and secure employment. 

Connections between Partnerships 
and Stakeholders
SCSA’s approach involved close collabora-
tion with the Town of Smithers Director of 
Recreation, Parks & Culture, Andrew Hillaby 
as well as the SCSA English Language and 
Multicultural Services program. Together they 
convened an advisory group. The Northern 
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Learn More
Social Connectedness Local Government Action Guide
This guide describes how local governments can foster  
the social well-being of their communities. 
Find this guide and related resources on www.planh.ca.

The next time someone invites them to go skating – they’ll 
say I‘ve tried it twice and they will go. — Kimberly Unger“

“

PlanH supports local government engagement and  
partnerships across sectors for creating healthier com-
munities, and provides learning opportunities, resources, 
and leading-edge practices for collaborative local action. 

PlanH is a partnership between BC Healthy Communities 
Society and Healthy Families BC and is informed by  
health authorities and other key stakeholders.
Contact us at bchc@bchealthycommunities.ca
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