
The Clayoquot Sound Biosphere Reserve Region engaged over 
500 people in the Vital Signs survey with leadership from their 
community foundation. The result provides a data-driven 
picture of the region’s health and a tool for decision-making.

Vital Signs Leverages Local 
Knowledge in Clayoquot Sound

As residents of Tofino browsed the aisles of Tofino’s Co-op grocery store, 
Mayor Josie Osborne diligently handed the bustling shoppers a vital piece of 
paper. She was inviting people to take the Vital Signs survey – a key to helping 
the District of Tofino, and the region as a whole, to move forward with deci-
sions that would have an incredible impact on the residents and visitors. 

The grocery store was filled with families, seniors and youth from different 
backgrounds – the perfect setting to engage with locals in the Clayoquot 
Sound Biosphere Reserve Region’s Vital Signs report. Vital Signs is a report that 
brings together social, cultural, economic and environmental information to 
tell a story about the region.

Local community partners often rely on data to determine what the gaps 
and strengths are in the community, and how to address issues. Traditionally, 
communities rely on data obtained from the census and provincial statistics. 

However, with no census there was limited 
availability of local data that accurately 
represented the small rural and remote 
communities within Clayoquot Sound. Led by 
the local community foundation – Clayoquot 
Biosphere Trust (CBT) – community partners 
such as the local governments and service 
providers rallied together to find a solution. 

“Time and time again we find that the west 
coast, our little area, is lumped in with data 
for Port Alberni or even mid island, so it’s just 
really hard to find the data at a scale that we 
want,” explained Rebecca Hurwitz, Executive 
Director of the CBT.

Learning from the Process
Before conducting the survey, they had a 
challenge. “Our population is so small [we] 
worry about confidentiality,” explained 
Hurwitz. “Because we are talking about such 
a small group of people, you could start to 
pick out the people you know”. Experts from 
the Social Planning and Research Council 
of BC (SPARC BC) were brought in to help 
refine the questions and reduce the risk of 
breaching privacy. 

Once the survey questions were finalized, 
the communities used various methods 
to inform the residents about the regional 
survey; the Mayor of Tofino helped arrange 
the survey booth at the local grocery store, 
volunteers hand delivered the survey door-
to-door, and community leaders promoted 
the survey in different communities and at 
different community events. 
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Although their time frame was tight, the 
response from the community was tremen-
dous with over 500 people participating in the 
survey. The first year of the Vital Signs survey 
was a success, and to keep this information 
current the CBT plans to conduct the survey 
every three years.

Connections Between Partners
The CBT is a driving force along Vancouver 
Island’s rugged west coast. The CBT began this   
data-collection process by helping to convene 
a number of leaders from the District of 
Tofino, the District of Ucluelet, the Yuułu?ił?ath 
Government and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations. 
Everyone immediately saw the value in working 
collaboratively across communities to reach the 
goal of obtaining reliable regional data. 

In addition, Dr. Paul Hasselback, Medical 
Health Officer of Island Health, encouraged the 
region to pursue the Vital Signs project. “[Dr. 
Hasselback] has a great presence in our region 
and often reports out to the municipalities,” 
Hurwitz said, “He was keen to hear that we 
were conducting a survey, and he’s very sup-
portive of having Island Health data available 
at smaller population levels”.

Innovative Outcomes and Impacts
Before the survey was conducted, com-
munity issues were identified through 
observation but there were no regionally-
specific concrete numbers to help make 
a strong case to focus resources on these 
needs. For example, youth were often 
seen hitchhiking across the west coast 
while many older adults had expressed the 
challenges of getting to medical appoint-
ments. Fresh food seemed expensive and 
sometimes scarce.

“These were just community truths. Now 
that it is on paper it becomes that much 
easier to argue it, ” Rodgers said. “The Vital 
Signs report has helped make that case to 
our councils. Using the data from the survey 
has helped to provide information to council 
to say ‘Here is what the data is saying and 
here is why this is a need’. It’s a big part of 
why we are moving forward.”

Not only has this helped the region to make 
the case to their councils, the statistics have 
helped to drive forward deeper conversa-
tions, obtain support and funding from 
various levels of government and granting 
organizations, and to actualize plans. Since 
publishing the Clayoquot Sound Biosphere 
Reserve Region’s Vital Signs Report, the 
community has held a Dialogue to Action: 
Accessible & Affordable Transportation in the 
Alberni-Clayoquot Regional District workshop 
which helped to further identify the key 
priorities and make commitments to actions. 

“This [Vital Signs Survey] is another brick 
in the building to create regional conscious-
ness,” explained Rodgers. 

The Vital Signs report has helped generate 
an incredible sense of community empow-
erment and the momentum needed to 
implement solutions to local issues. 
Visit the PlanH website for more resources, 
funding opportunities and to expand your 
capacity: www.planh.ca.

 

2

As the responses to surveys started to come 
in, the community began to realize a long-time 
wish; obtaining accurate and reliable local data 
that would provide insight about the quality 
of life their residents experienced. In 2012, the 
CBT joined 13 other community foundations 
to release their first Vital Signs report. In 2014, 
they issued the second Vital Signs report along 
with 27 other community foundations.

“Whether it be trying to figure out [afford-
able, accessible] transportation options, how 
much water we have left, or how many people 
need a place to live – this program and the 
data we received will help all of us with those 
things.” said Aaron Rodgers, District of Tofino’s 
Manager of Community Sustainability.

Healthy Community Story

Learn More on the PlanH website
Community Health Data: Locate health data from some 
BC regions under the Resources section of www.planh.ca.
Health Authority Support: Get contact information for your 
health authority under the Training & Support section of www/planh.ca.

This program and the data we received will help all of us.  
– Aaron Rodgers, Manager of Community Sustainability, District of Tofino“

“

PlanH, implemented by BC Healthy Communities 
Society, facilitates local government learning, 
partnership development and planning for healthier 
communities where we live, learn, work and play.  

Working together with health authorities, UBCM 
and the Ministry of Health, PlanH supports Healthy 
Families BC, the Province’s health promotion strategy.  
Contact us at bchc@bchealthycommunities.ca.
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