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Communities ChooseWell is all about supporting 
and recognizing the actions people are taking 
in neighbourhoods, workplaces, schools, First 
Nations reserves, towns, and cities across Alberta 
to help community residents live healthy, active 
lifestyles and, ultimately, create healthier places 
in which to live, work and play. The people leading 
this movement at the local level are diverse: 
municipal recreation staff, social services staff, 
town librarians, public health staff, fitness leaders, 
schoolteachers, and many others. What they 
share is a passion for wellness and the courage to 
challenge their communities to raise the bar when 
it comes to supporting the health of all citizens.

Living in a health promoting community is 
important to enable people to live healthy lifestyles 
and develop to their full potential as human beings. 
Many health determinants – factors or conditions 
that enhance or undermine people’s health, such 
as jobs, social support, the natural and built 
environment, education, and culture – exert their 
effect at the community level, so it’s here that 
action needs to be taken.1 Think about it: if your 
neighbourhood doesn’t have streetlights and 
sidewalks, it’s tough to walk after dark. It’s harder 
to make healthy food choices at places like the 
community rec centre if only unhealthy options are 
available. If the cost of local after school programs 
is too high, many children do not get to play. If you 
regularly hear messages encouraging you to eat 
more fruit and vegetables, you might be more likely 
to put them into your shopping cart.

The importance of a community-based approach 
to health is reinforced by evidence that changing 
behaviour at a population level requires a variety 
of complimentary actions at several levels of 
intervention, including the individual, interpersonal, 
organizational, community, and policy levels.2 
For example, the goal of raising community-
wide physical activity levels is more likely to be 
successful by combining strategies, such as 
providing education and training for children 
and their parents, offering prompts and friendly 
challenges in the workplace, providing affordable 
community recreation programs, and adopting 
municipal policies that support active community 
design.

Community action in setting priorities, making 
decisions, and planning and implementing 
strategies to achieve better health is critical.3 
ChooseWell participants have demonstrated that 
there is no “one size fits all” approach to creating 
healthy communities. Communities flourish when 
they are enabled, supported and empowered to 
engage with their citizens and develop a shared 
vision and unique actions that build on the 
strengths and assets of the community.1 

“We need community action and policies to 
support healthy communities.“

Mark Hyman4

The Alberta Urban Municipalities Association 
(AUMA) has also identified an important role for 
municipal governments to play in developing 
healthier communities. They have several core 
functions that relate directly to health, including 
recreation programming and infrastructure, parks, 
land conservation, sustainable land use planning, 
and active transportation. Municipal governments 
can also support public education efforts by 
disseminating provincial and national healthy living 
campaigns locally.5

An essential strategy to improve community 
wellness is the formation of partnerships, 
particularly “intersectoral partnerships” that 
cut across sectors or levels of government and, 
ideally, involve citizens.  Coalitions, interagency 
committees, community action teams, and 
partnerships between organizations working in 
different sectors are examples. Partnerships are 
important because they enable communities to 
mobilize more skills, resources and approaches to 
promote healthy living and to address the multiple 
causes of physical inactivity and poor eating 
habits.6

Not only are there a multitude of such 
collaborations taking place in communities across 
Alberta, but Communities ChooseWell itself 
represents a unique and important partnership 
between the health and recreation sectors. The 
program is funded by Alberta Health and has been 
managed and operated by the Alberta Recreation 
and Parks Association (ARPA), a provincial not-for-
profit organization, since 2006. 

PREFACE
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Communities ChooseWell is highlighted in Alberta 
Health’s 5-Year Health Action Plan7 as a strategy 
to support the healthy development of children 
and help Albertans to live longer and enjoy a high 
quality of life. Given the substantial evidence of the 
impacts of recreation and parks on the physical, 
social and mental health of individuals and their 
communities, engaging the recreation sector 
in partnerships that aim to promote health is a 
natural step.8 

Supporting this, the Government of Alberta’s Active 
Alberta policy identifies the recreation sector as 
an important player in improving the health and 
well-being of Albertans and their communities 
by fostering active lifestyles.9 Recreation and 
parks have a great deal to offer to public health 
partnerships such as facilities and infrastructure, 
programming and community building skills, a 
propensity for partnering, and direct access to 
communities and at-risk populations.10 The sector 
is rooted in a concern for wellness, and ARPA’s 
mission statement reflects this:

“ARPA builds healthy citizens, communities and 
environments throughout Alberta.”

Many outcomes and strategic priorities in the 
Active Alberta policy require action on the part of 
municipal governments, community organizations 
and citizens in order to achieve them, making ARPA 
an ideal partner given the organization’s extensive 
reach into communities through its membership, 
its community development expertise and its focus 
on quality of life.

Communities ChooseWell supports, empowers 
and recognizes Alberta communities to encourage 
their residents to eat well and be physically active 
and to create more health enhancing social, 
physical and economic environments. This second 
edition of Success Travels aims to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of a provincial health-recreation 
partnership and the strengths of a community-
based approach to health promotion by showcasing 
how Alberta communities are taking action to 
successfully help their citizens to eat better and be 
more physically active in their own creative, tailor 
made ways.
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Success Travels: 
When Communities Choose Well
Communities ChooseWell relaunched in 2011 after 18 months in hibernation, offering more ideas and 
resources than ever to help communities make healthier choices. Funded by Alberta Health and managed 
by the Alberta Recreation and Parks Association (ARPA), Communities ChooseWell encourages and 
empowers communities across the province to take deliberate steps towards active living and healthy 
eating – and recognizes those who rise to the challenge. 

Part of Alberta’s five-year Health Action Plan, ChooseWell  provides toolkits, seed grants, themed 
challenges, networking, story-sharing opportunities, learning forums, webinars and awards. It’s all backed 
by an enthusiastic staff passionate about growing a healthier Alberta.

More than 153 Alberta communities signed on to ChooseWell in 2011. Many have inspiring tales to 
tell of big and small steps taken toward a healthier, more active culture. Those steps include innovative 
programming, community partnerships, increased promotion and expanding participation. This booklet 
offers a snapshot of advances made in the 34 communities whose efforts caught the attention of a panel 
of judges representing recreation, health and wellness, related community organizations and health 
professionals. 

We invite community leaders within and beyond Alberta to use these successes as inspiration for the next 
generation of healthy living initiatives. Go ahead – make success travel. Borrow and tweak what’s worked, 
add a dash of local ingenuity and put your community on the road to a healthier future. 

“This profile of leading ChooseWell communities lays down the tracks so that success stories about 
healthy living can travel the entire province.”

Success Travels 
2008 Edition

A short ChooseWell history

Communities ChooseWell launched in 2005 as the Community ChooseWell Challenge, a Government of 
Alberta initiative aimed at promoting healthy eating and active living by presenting awards to deserving 
communities. That first year, 62 leaders signed on. 

The following two years, the government contracted with ARPA to manage ChooseWell. Building on ARPA’s 
municipal contacts and with two coordinators dedicated to the program, uptake more than doubled, to 
124 communities in 2007. 
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After an 18 month hiatus, the government again identified a need for ChooseWell and struck a three-
year agreement with ARPA to return as manager. Thus 2011 became a rebuilding year, with new staff in 
the ARPA office and new contacts in many of the communities that had come to depend on ChooseWell 
for the spark of creativity that turns ideas into action.  The initiative expanded in 2011, offering three 
new challenges: the Iron Chef Challenge, Sobeys 21 Days to Healthy Eating and Acts of Random Physical 
Activity. Seed funding was also available for Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Teens and Tweens. 
And the number of communities grew yet again. 

To ensure the program remains on track, ARPA hired Mark Cabaj of Tamarack Institute as developmental 
evaluator. Being a young initiative, ChooseWell continues to undergo change in response to community 
input, Cabaj notes, but the model as a whole is sound. “None of the feedback suggests radical 
restructuring at all.”

“From a design point of view, ChooseWell is a low investment, high leverage program. It doesn’t cost 
all that much money, and social marketing is often a very effective instrument to encourage change. 
Knowing that what they’re trying to do is shift local behavior around physical activity and eating habits, 
it’s a pretty clever, elegant, simple program – I’m impressed by that.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

ChooseWell’s emphasis has shifted over time from recognition to community empowerment and 
sustainability. Awards are presented, but they’ve become secondary to the learning and resources 
available through the ChooseWell office. Among ChooseWell communities, there’s growing awareness 
that healthier choices are imperative – and that Albertans can build capacity to make those changes right 
where they live. Momentum is continuing to build, and that’s reason for hope.

For more about Communities ChooseWell:  
http.//arpaonline.ca/choosewell 
For more about the 2011 edition of ChooseWell:  
http://prezi.com/f0z9pyfxaqdl/choosewell-2011-in-review/ and 
http://arpaonline.ca/program/choosewell/online-toolkit/#success-travels 



Why Communities ChooseWell matters
The way communities look, feel and operate directly impacts individual wellness. 

Think about it. If the town arena serves nothing but junk food, guess what you’ll eat while watching the 
game. If overtime trumps life at your workplace, chances are exercise and eating together as a family stay 
at the bottom of the priority list. When your doctor gives you a specific diet and exercise plan, chances 
improve that you’ll take the advice to heart. When your neighbourhood has sidewalks, you’re more likely 
to go out walking – especially if beautiful scenery and interesting shops line the way. 

As those examples suggest, supporting healthy lifestyles in a community is a big job. Typically, it means 
reorienting health services, improving neighbourhood design, refining public policy, building community 
capacity and increasing citizen access to active living and nutritious food. What’s more, big obstacles, 
including inertia and self-interest, often stand in the way. Rarely can one person or institution do it alone. 
Instead, it takes concerted action involving an entire web of people, institutions, services and policies. 

With support, communities have proven capacity to build on existing strengths and change from within. 
Often that change is led by coalitions involving recreation, active living, health, social services and 
business. By bridging the gap between institutions (hospitals, schools, workplaces, fitness centres) and 
wellness industries (sports, health, wellness, active living, parks and trails), those coalitions create a 
setting where wellness can thrive.

What are the outcomes? Healthier, happier people. Significant reductions in chronic obesity and illness – 
and significant savings as a result. Connected, active, flourishing communities. 

Given that potential, what community wouldn’t want to choose well?

“Having that provincial support was really important. It helps other organizations not as involved to see 
the merit of what we’re doing.”

Stephanie Wierl 
Lethbridge
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Communities ChooseWell 2011: An Overview
A blitz of emails and phone calls in winter 2011 alerted Alberta communities that ChooseWell coaching 
and resources were again available for the asking. A diverse mix of community leaders signed on, 
including recreation coordinators, health promoters, educators, Be Fit For Life coaches and community 
volunteers. 

Each ChooseWell Champion received a toolkit containing educational and promotional resources, a 
ChooseWell banner and swag to use as incentives – water bottles, flying disks and more.  Champions 
also had access to tools for launching ChooseWell’s new cooking, eating and physical activity challenges 
in their communities. They received copies of ChooseWell’s first-ever promotional video for use in 
encouraging community involvement. They could apply for $2,000 in seed funding to reduce barriers to 
healthy living for the teens and tweens. And they were eligible for other dollars along the way, including 
$2,000 in prize money if chosen as an overall high achiever in the fall, when the 2011 season drew to a 
close. 

Simplified reporting requirements gave the communities opportunities to share their successes “without 
writing a novel,” as Strathcona County’s Jenn Wilson put it. Besides being ChooseWell Champion for her 
community, Wilson helped judge some smaller communities, and was struck by the variety of innovative 
ideas being implemented. “It’s great to learn from other communities,” she says.

Below are the highlights in a ChooseWell season that effectively set the stage for even more positive 
action in years to come.

“The ChooseWell staff did a really good job. The communication was phenomenal, and any suggestions 
made, or questions asked, were really answered. As community leads, the program was laid out quite 
nicely for us, with very clear timelines and expectations.” 

Jenn Wilson 
Strathcona County

Communities ChooseWell Launch
To celebrate its rebirth, Communities 
ChooseWell hosted a launch on the afternoon 
of April 13 at the Leduc Recreation Centre. 
Leaders from participating communities 
enjoyed red carpet treatment and picked up 
toolkits. They also got a sneak peak at a new 
Communities ChooseWell promotional video, 
available online at http://arpaonline.ca/
program/choosewell/online-toolkit/#promo-
videos.  

Keynote speaker Susan Roberts, project 
coordinator for Growing Food Security in 
Alberta and owner of CBR: Community Building 
Resources, stressed the importance of building 
from the grassroots when developing community and promoting active living. Alberta Chief Medical Officer 
of Health André Corriveau, ARPA President Terry Welsh and Leduc Mayor Greg Krischke saluted the 
leaders for their commitment to community vitality and health. 



An active living break led by Leduc Boys and Girls Club reminded everyone to practice what we preach. 
The afternoon ended with a networking reception featuring healthy food. Ideas were flying as community 
leaders prepared to apply the afternoon’s learning and passion at home. 

ChooseWell Regional Forums
Recognizing the value of sharing ideas and enthusiasm in person, Communities ChooseWell hosted three 
regional forums in September 2011. The forums were held in Camrose Sept. 8, in Slave Lake Sept. 13 
and in High River Sept. 16. In each case, the host community was instrumental in the success of the 
event. 

“The forums were an excellent time for ChooseWell leaders, community stakeholders and staff to get 
together to discuss important topics,” says ChooseWell Manager Damien Traverse. “What we learned has 
since been shared with leaders across the province and is informing our work as well.”

“It’s wonderful having a program like ChooseWell – just being able to utilize extra funding or to share with 
other communities. Especially for tiny tiny communities, like us.”

Cathy Donoghue 
Irricana 
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ChooseWell Iron Chef
In our grab-food-on-the run culture, it’s 
a rare kid who has spent significant 
time in the kitchen learning how to cook 
nutritious food from scratch. ChooseWell 
Iron Chef, one of the new initiatives 
launched in 2011, encouraged kids and 
adults to team up in doing just that as 
they participate in timed challenges using 
healthy local food.  

Intended to match a youth apprentice 
with a master chef, the challenge 
morphed in some communities to involve 
families or other pairings. When no youth 
came forward in Manning, for example, 
three local home-based businesses were 
tapped for a cook-off at Manning Farmers 
market using baskets of healthy local 
produce. 

All local winners were invited to the 
ChooseWell Iron Chef Provincial 
Competition, Saturday, Oct. 15 in the 
kitchen of Edmonton Meals on Wheels. 
Teams of two from Manning, Grande 
Prairie, Bonnyville, Morinville and 
Strathmore competed for the title before 
a lively crowd. Bridget Ryan of City TV 
served as host, chatting with competitors 
and judges as the chefs swung into 
action.

Once complete, the creations underwent scrutiny by a prestigious judging panel involving John Berry, 
celebrity chef of TV fame; Andrew Cowan, Hundred Bar + Kitchen chef de cuisine; Elaine Wilson, personal 
chef and cooking instructor; and Sarah Loehr, nutritionist. They judged each of the teams and their 
beautifully plated meals for taste, originality, presentation and teamwork.  

Clearly impressed with all chefs, the panel declared Team Morinville the winner. Grade 8 student Cole 
Dribnenky and his accomplished mentor, Premium Food Services owner Phil Hughes, went home with 
prizes worth $1,000 plus a $2,500 community enhancement grant to foster healthy living in Morinville.  

As the local paper, the Morinville News, noted in coverage of the event, Cole took the lead in his team, 
“besting competitors many years his senior.” Besides helping to fund future healthy cooking initiatives in 
Morinville, the win added fuel to Cole’s goal of owning a five star restaurant. 

Although the number of communities and teams participating was not large in this first year of 
ChooseWell Iron Chef, community champions say it is well worth repeating. In fact, several are already 
laying plans to attract more young cooks (often by teaming up with youth-serving agencies) and to make 
greater use of local food.



Sobeys 21 Days to Healthy Eating 
With the support of Sobeys, ChooseWell communities 
challenged families across Alberta to eat one healthy 
meal a day together for 21 days as a way of building 
healthy eating habits around the family table. “It takes 
at least 21 days to form habits,” notes ChooseWell 
Manager Damien Traverse.  “Eating healthy food 
together helps families reconnect while building habits 
that lead to increased wellness.”

“My family really enjoyed participating in the Sobeys 
21 Days to Healthy Eating Challenge, from planning 
and preparing meals together to the discussions that 
took place as we spent quality time together. Even 
doing the dishes after a meal was more fun when we 
all gathered and worked together as a team. It is this 
type of activity that makes our family stronger and 
more open with each other. The challenge helped our 
family spend time together even though it is a very 
busy time of the year.”

Vermilion participant 
21 Days to Healthy Eating
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ARPA’s Communities ChooseWell team created a 21 Days Logbook offering healthy eating ideas and 
recipes as well as space to record family eating habits. ChooseWell also offered $5,500 in family prizes 
and one $2,500 community grant for active living and healthy eating initiatives. Families that registered 
and logged their habits online with ChooseWell from September 6 to 26 were eligible to win prizes. All 
participating communities were entered in a draw for the grants, which went to Manning.

Sobeys supported the initiative by disseminating information across the province and hosting displays in 
participating community stores. Some communities, in turn, used their prize money to purchase $50 gift 
certificates from Sobeys to give to registered families.

“We ended up just getting one family registered online. I think for us it was first year growing pains. It’s a 
really awesome, worthwhile initiative to run. Getting families back to the table is really quite important. 
And it does take 21 days to create habits.”

Stephanie Wierl 
Lethbridge College Be Fit for Life Centre

Although the number of families who took time to register online was modest in this first year, ChooseWell 
champions say the campaign made a difference. Even in communities where no one signed on, families 
said the publicity and the logbook prompted them to think anew about the value of eating together. 
Several ChooseWell champions suggest shifting 21 Days to Healthy Eating to a different month in future, 
noting that September is particularly busy for farmers and families with school-age children. 

The communities attracting the highest participation tended to involve agencies that could do targeted 
promotion through internal communication channels. Leduc promoted 21 Days to Healthy Eating through 
schools and to municipal employees, and saw 45 families sign on. In Camrose, all staff received a weekly 
healthy living goal through the city’s human resources manager; although just three people registered 
online, everyone had that weekly reminder to pay attention to portion size, set healthy eating goals and 
shift their diets to the nutritious end of the scale. 

“It’s not the number of participants eligible for prizes that was important, but the engagement of families 
eating healthy meals together and the dissemination of valuable healthy eating information,” Damien 
says. “The feedback from communities and parents tells us this campaign began to accomplish that.” 

“This challenge couldn’t have come at a better time for us. With three children now all attending 
extracurricular activities in the evening, having a family supper has become a purposeful act. Gone are 
the days when my preschoolers would sit together for lunch and chat about the things they had done that 
morning and what they planned to do next. Now we have children rushing in the morning to get ready for 
school and frantically packing a lunch for my youngest. Then there is the homeschooling of the boys. By 
lunch time, I would often prefer to wait until after they ate and have a quiet meal by myself. I would have 
missed a lot, though. Now our home school lunch hour has become a wonderful opportunity to explore all 
the little sidetrack ideas that came into my children’s head while they worked.” 

Marissa Piva 
Leduc participant 
21 Days to Healthy Eating 



Acts of Random Physical Activity 
As part of June is Recreation and Parks Month, Communities ChooseWell challenged Albertans to 
integrate acts of random physical activity into their daily lives. Daily tips for finding fun ways to be more 
active in everyday life were shared on social media. As a carrot, those who initiated a flash mob involving 
physical activity and submitted a video of the mob in action were entered in a draw to win playground 
equipment from PlayWorks. 

Several communities organized flash mobs and submitted videos. Longview won the draw and received 
a $6,800 SuperNova, a tilted disc with spinning action that’s both challenging and fun. The prize was 
perfect for Longview, which was in the midst of a total playground revamp. “The SuperNova has been well 
used,” says ChooseWell Champion Michele Geistlinger. “I have even seen adults over there trying to stay 
on it. The kids are much better at it!” 

In addition to donating the Supernova, PlayWorks offered free park or playground consultation and a free 
spinner bowl to any ChooseWell community that purchased other equipment in 2011. Longview also took 
advantage of that design advice. 

In partnership with Ever Active Schools, ChooseWell also encouraged schools to get randomly active as 
part of meeting Alberta’s provincial Daily Physical Activity policy. Each school received a copy of Ideas 
for Schools, a document offering many fun activity ideas. Daily tips were also shared on social media. 
Through this partnership, St. Anthony School of St. Thomas Aquinas Roman Catholic School Division also 
won physical activity equipment for participating in Acts of Random Physical Activity Program. 

ChooseWell seed funding breaks down barriers for teens and tweens
Recognizing the need to pay attention to the crucial pre-teen and teenage years, ChooseWell designated 
$20,000 in seed grants for Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Teens and Tweens. 

Ten communities received $2,000 each for sustainable and impactful youth development initiatives to 
promote growth and learning and transition to adulthood. Communities receiving the seed funding were 
Beaumont, Camrose, Claresholm, Fort MacLeod, Grande Prairie, Hanna, Irricana, Redwater, Strathmore 
and Vermillion.

Some of the communities used those dollars to purchase equipment. Redwater purchased exercise 
equipment for high school students, for example; Irricana purchased a water cooler and funky toys for 
summer fun. Others devoted the dollars to programming. Vermilion purchased free swim, hockey, bowling 
and gymnasium time on days off school. Claresholm launched a self-esteem program for girls 14 to 18.   

101 Active things
to do in 

June is RecReAtion  
And PARks Month

 1.	 Go	for	a	family	walk

 2.	 Take	a	walk	through	the	
Farmers’	Market

 3.	 Start	a	walking	group

 4.	 Plant	a	flower	garden

 5.	 Have	a	family	picnic	and	play	Frisbee

 6.	 Build	kites	and	fly	them

 7. Run	through	the	sprinkler

 8.	 Create	a	slip	‘n	slide

 9.	 Play	hopscotch

 10.	 Get	a	group	together	and	
play	hacky	sack

 11.	 Go	star	gazing

 12.	 Go	for	a	flashlight	walk

 13.	 Do	laps	around	the	soccer	field	while	
watching	your	child’s	soccer	team

 14. Keep	a	skipping	rope	in	your	car	for		
times	when	you	have	a	break

 15.	 Play	hide	and	seek	in	your	local	park

	16.	 Play	bocce	ball

	17.	 Have	an	outdoor	scavenger	hunt

	18.	 Purchase	family	pedometers	
and	have	a	month	long	walking		
challenge

	19.	 Have	a	neighborhood	parade	
and	get	each	family	to	create		
their	own	“float”

	20.	 Do	a	photo	scavenger	hunt

	21.	 Set	up	an	obstacle	course	in	a	local	
park	and	get	a	group	of	kids	togeth-
er	to	complete	it

	22.	 Have	stick	boat	races	in	a	puddle	or	
creek

	23.	 Make	a	fort	outside

	24.	 Collect	bugs

	25.	 Go	puddle	jumping

	26.	 Take	a	walk	in	the	rain	with	your	
umbrella

	27.	 Get	a	group	together	to	clean	up	
your	local	park
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Learning from Each Other
Local champions of healthy living don’t have time for dead ends. Working flat-out as so many are, they 
need to know a chosen path has strong potential to move the community along the way to a healthier 
future. The successes and challenges of communities already on this journey can help others avoid 
dead ends and discover promising practices. The following learnings come from conversations with 
ChooseWell’s developmental evaluator, Mark Cabaj of Tamarack Institute, with ChooseWell judges 
through the years and with ChooseWell champions in engaged communities.

Create a change team

•	 Every community needs at least one champion – and all the better if you have more. It’s not 
unusual for a community to sign on to ChooseWell because one person has a passion for healthy 
living. Ideally the passion will spread to a team and beyond, but until it does, that one person is 
essential to keeping the flame alive – whether or not it’s in the job description. It’s amazing how 
much can happen when a few individuals truly care. 

“One of the things that needs to happen in this community is more people need to be brought on 
board somehow. If there’s just one coordinator, it’s hard to be responsible to get out to everyone in the 
community.”

Katherine Gagnon 
Camrose

•	 Diversify the team to multiply the impact. Leading ChooseWell communities are reaching 
beyond recreation and health to involve lots of players – schools, politicians, social services, 
not-for-profit agencies, foundations, fitness and other businesses, seniors, youth and more. 
Some have created new multi-party entities to help make collaboration a way of life. Because the 
factors compromising healthy living are so complex and multi-faceted, this joined-up approach is 
essential to success. 

“Complex issues such as health, education and poverty have so many, inter-related root causes that no 
one institution, organization or sector has the ability to solve them on their own. Joined-up problems 
require joined-up solutions, and that takes collective action.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

•	 Make healthy living a priority in somebody’s job.  It’s no coincidence that several of 
ChooseWell’s most involved communities boast Be Fit for Life centres or active health promotion 
units – individuals and groups for whom promoting healthy eating and active living is top priority. 
ChooseWell champions are wise to search out those entities and draw them into the team. 

•	 Get the people at the top on side. It’s one thing to dream up an initiative or event to promote 
active living and healthy eating. Quite another to pull together the resources to make it happen. 
Financial and personal support from decision makers, including your mayor and town council, is 
crucial to making this movement sustainable. As Cabaj puts it, decision makers are needed to 
“wholesale” the responses to today’s issues so that local leaders can “retail” those solutions in 
ways that make sense for their communities.



“People who shape policies and steward big systems (e.g. health systems) can often see patterns and 
possible solutions that may not be apparent to people on the ground. Yet they rarely succeed in designing 
solutions flexible enough to ‘fit’ the varied and unique contexts in which these challenges play out day 
to day. As a result, it’s best when policy and program designers wholesale very broad policies, programs 
and services that local people and organizations can customize and retail in a way that reflects their local 
realities.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

Use ChooseWell to build on local strengths 

•	 Go ahead, start small. Some ChooseWell champions are so busy with existing initiatives that 
adding a new program or event or committee seems illogical. Instead, they use ChooseWell 
resources to augment what they already do – making healthy eating information available at 
community celebrations, for example, and offering ChooseWell swag as prizes for existing events. 
Others expand healthy choices by helping another agency find space or participants or dollars. In 
short, making your community more active and healthy doesn’t always demand huge new events 
or campaigns. In fact, as Cabaj says, the most enduring change tends to smart small and slowly 
build until, if all goes well, it’s running on its own momentum. “It’s tricky to go for the home run 
right away.”

“To improve the probabilities of deep and durable impact, most community change processes begin by 
pursuing a number of quick, low impact wins and progressively take on more sophisticated things with 
greater impact as their capacity expands. Ideally, this kind of change process becomes organic and self-
fueling, where one win fuels the next.” 

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

•	 Capitalize on the brand to legitimize your plans. Support from afar puts the stamp of importance 
on what might otherwise seem a frivolous “just-for-fun” idea. A few thousand dollars in seed 
funding also helps, often loosening local purse strings. And the truth is, local action is key to 
unleashing the creativity needed to address today’s complex and highly context sensitive issues. 

“All complex issues are highly context sensitive, so solutions have to be customized to fit local conditions. 
Some of the best things in the world I’ve seen have nothing to do with some grant or policy change. 
They’re people changing their behaviour on the ground.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

•	 Mix it up I: What works for one won’t work for all. This year more than ever, ChooseWell provided 
recipes and resources for cooking up some enticing challenges. Such events can do a great job 
of moving participants from “I should” to “I will.” But others shy away from competition. As that 
example illustrates, it’s important to provide a range of programs that meet people at different 
stages of life and behaviour change. “When issues are complex, the question is not what works, 
but what works for whom in what context and why,” Cabaj says. He recalled a community that 
reduced teen pregnancy by 75% through a diversity of approaches, with various community 
players espousing views ranging from abstinence to widespread availability of condoms. Yet they 
succeeded because everyone focused on that common goal. 
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•	 Mix it up II: Encourage people of all ages, abilities and incomes to have fun together. Drop-in 
gym nights, all-ages celebrations, community gardens, cooking competitions – these initiatives 
and more are proving that diverse groups can have loads of fun while building the bonds that 
make a community truly resilient. 

•	 Think outside the box. Lacking the exercise centres and gymnasiums that urban centres take 
for granted, some rural communities are figuring out smart ways to double-use existing spaces. 
Some are creating outdoor gyms, installing bench presses, elliptical trainers and other exercise 
equipment alongside playgrounds so parents and others can play right alongside the kids. A 
handful have installed summer floors in hockey rinks and purchased equipment for drop-in and 
organized games. Some are entering joint-use agreements to use school gyms during weekend 
and evening hours. Why build (and operate) another facility when we can make better use of 
what we already have?  

“Every sector and organization has deeply held myths they don’t even know are myths, like a fish doesn’t 
know it’s in water. It’s a myth that more facilities will always translate into increased recreational activity. 
There are many towns with many fine soccer fields, gymnasiums and arts centers, but few ‘bums in 
the seats.’ I think recreation is a complex behaviour, and simply building more facilities won’t get more 
people involved.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

Pay attention to systemic issues

•	 Change won’t stick unless the barriers come down. For people challenged by poor health, low 
income, mobility limitations and cultural or language barriers, social marketing is not enough. It’s 
crucial to address the factors that determine whether people can easily make healthy choices: 
fees, transportation, accessibility, flexibility, availability and cost of food. We can’t just cater to the 
in-crowd, but need to welcome everyone in word and deed.   

•	 It’s not enough to preach about healthy eating. Obesity is epidemic, and we all know Albertans 
are overdue for a diet makeover. Yet parents are busy, children often choose their own food and 
fast-trendy-cheap easily trumps healthy. Given those realities, it’s important for municipalities, 
schools and other public entities to serve as role models by making sure the food served and 
sold is nutritious. Cost can no longer trump health in decisions about what to offer, whether in 
vending machines and cafeterias or at special events and board meetings.

•	 Diabetes rates demand action. Nutrition awareness is crucial to controlling diabetes, which is 
epidemic among First Nations and rising in the general population. Without concerted action, 
death rates will rise, experts say. As with other priorities, it’s when community leaders come 
aboard that advances can be made.

“Obesity, loss of social capital, urban design – those are tough and wicked issues. It’s easy to be 
overwhelmed by all the systemic reasons underlying declines in physical activity and increase in poor 
eating habits, but we can’t ignore them. When we simply do what we can within current constraints, we 
reach a point of diminishing returns. And you can’t ignore the root causes of these problems.” 

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator



Don’t go it alone

•	 No need to reinvent the wheel. Those who take advantage of opportunities to network and 
learn from other ChooseWell champions say they gain not only ideas but inspiration. In addition 
to those valuable in-person encounters, webinars and other organized learning sessions, the 
ChooseWell team is happy at any time to connect community champions with others who have 
travelled the path you want to go. 

•	 Support is at your fingertips. Reports from ChooseWell communities provide a window into 
creative initiatives that might benefit from additional support. You’d be surprised where that 
support can be found: Fun Team Alberta, ACE Communities, Be Fit For Life, the Alberta Sport, 
Recreation Parks & Wildlife Foundation, Sport Central – that’s but a short list. ChooseWell can 
help communities connect with health and wellness initiatives that make sense for them. 

“ChooseWell is a good instrument in the toolkit for doing what it aims to – supporting local action to 
improve eating habits and recreational activity. In doing so, it surfaces some of the systemic structural 
barriers that need to be addressed by other instruments, such as policy and system change. In that way, 
it’s a terrific ‘learning laboratory’ for policy makers and those involved in the field.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator 
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Communities ChooseWell Awards 
ChooseWell puts top priority on encouraging positive change at the grassroots level. The champions who 
sign on typically are not in it for awards, but rather to make their communities healthier and more active – 
better places for everyone to live. So in this initiative, awards are not ends in themselves. Yet they serve an 
important role by saluting communities that are taking positive steps and inspiring others to follow suit. 

Communities ChooseWell held two awards ceremonies in 2011, with the province split into northern and 
southern divisions.   The two divisions helped to reduce travel distances and encourage interaction at 
award ceremonies and other gatherings of ChooseWell leaders. The southern awards were presented in 
Okotoks on Nov. 24, 2011.  Unfortunately, extreme weather forced cancellation of the northern award 
ceremony in Morinville.

Overall high achievers in each population category received a $2,000 grant to go towards an active 
living or healthy eating initiative. In the north, high achievers were Buck Mountain Central School, Town 
of Manning, Town of Morinville, City of Cold Lake and City of Grande Prairie. In the south, high achievers 
were Village of Cremona & Water Valley, Town of Pincher Creek, Town of Claresholm & District, Town of 
High River and City of Lethbridge. 

Communities also received awards in the following four sub-categories:

•	 Building Community Capacity:  Buck Mountain Central School, Cremona, Fort Macleod, Leduc, 
Morinville, Ponoka, Tofield, Trochu 

•	 Creating Healthy Opportunities: Bassano, Camrose, Didsbury, Hinton, Ponoka, Spring Lake, 
Vermillion 

•	 Providing Health Education: Beaumont, Bonnyville, Hanna, High River, Longview, Mannville-
Minburn-Innisfree, Strathcona County 

•	 Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Teens and Tweens:  Berwyn, Claresholm, Edson, Irricana, 
Lacombe, Redwater, Strathmore, Youngstown

The Adjudication Committee used a 100-point rubric to choose award winners. Communities were asked 
to submit four reports over the year and received 2.5 points for each one they submitted for a maximum 
of 10 points. They could also earn up to 20 points in each of four sub-categories:

•	 Building Community Capacity

•	 Creating Healthy Opportunities

•	 Providing Health Education

•	 Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Teens and Tweens

Within each of those sub-categories, communities could earn five points each for the following aspects:

•	 Innovation

•	 Relevancy

•	 Impact 

•	 Achievement



The final 10 points were given as a participation score, based on the regularity and quality of 
communications with the ChooseWell team. 

The winners of the sub-category awards were also recognized at the awards ceremonies. 

As ChooseWell moves into the second year of its three-year contract with Alberta Health, the aim is to 
capitalize on last season’s momentum by engaging more communities and deepening relationships with 
returnees. The initiative expects to grow yet again through enhanced communication, including a new 
website and increased use of social media. Staff also look forward to new and expanded partnerships 
and increased participation in the various challenges. Seed funding is also stepped up, with new target 
demographics and an overall increase to $30,000, from $20,000 in 2011. Expect more and better 
use of webinars to spread ideas and learning. Last, but not least, we’ll see increased recognition of the 
communities whose efforts deserve applause and imitation.

“Choosewell wholesales ideas. Communities have the opportunity to retail those ideas in a way that fits 
where they’re at.”

Mark Cabaj, Tamarack Institute 
ChooseWell Developmental Evaluator

http://arpaonline.ca/choosewell

High Achievers for Northern Alberta 

• Overall High Achievers - Buck Mountain Central School (Hamlet of Buck Lake), Town of Manning, 
Town of Morinville, City of Cold Lake, City of Grande Prairie

• Providing Health Education - Villages of Mannville, Minburn and Innisfree, Town of Manning, Town of 
Bonnyville, Town of Beaumont, Strathcona County

• Creating Healthy Opportunities - Village of Spring Lake, Town of Vermilion, Town of Hinton, City of 
Camrose

• Building Community Capacity - Buck Mountain Central School (Hamlet of Buck Lake), Town of Tofield, 
Town of Morinville, City of Leduc

• Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Tweens and Teens - Village of Berwyn, Town of Redwater, 
Town of Edson, City of Lacombe

High Achievers for Southern Alberta 

• Overall High Achievers - Village of Cremona & Water Valley, Town of Pincher Creek, Town of 
Claresholm & District, Town of High River, City of Lethbridge

• Providing Health Education - Village of Longview, Town of Hanna, Town of High River

• Creating Healthy Opportunities - Town of Didsbury, Town of Bassano, Town of Ponoka

• Building Community Capacity -Village of Cremona & Water Valley, Town of Fort Macleod, Town of 
Trochu, Town of Ponoka

• Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Tweens and Teens - Village of Youngstown, Town of Irricana, 
Town of Claresholm & District, Town of Strathmore
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Years ago, Berwyn’s Community Services staff 
began organizing walks to encourage people 
to get out and be active. Originally launched to 
support SummerActive and WinterActive, the 
walks continued even though those federal 
campaigns disappeared after 2009. What’s more, 
in partnership with the local Lloyd Garrison School, 
the walks quickly grew into an annual Community 
Clean Up. 

The cleanup happens each year before school 
lets out. Community Services supplies gloves 
and large garbage bags; the school provides “kid 
power” to pick up garbage along the community’s 
popular walking trail. When the work is done, the 
village says thanks with lunch and door prizes. 
“While kids love their hotdogs and cookies, we also 
provide veggies and dip to try to make the meal a 
healthier,” says Mike Rudkin, Berwyn’s ChooseWell 
Champion for 2011. “The first year we offered 
veggies and dip, some of the kids didn’t even know 
what the dip was! Now, the kids comment that they 
are happy we have veggies in addition to the other 
fare.” 

Berwyn’s Community Clean Up is definitely a 
win-win for the kids and the community. The 
community benefits because garbage that may 
have accumulated over the winter gets cleaned 
up; the kids benefit by having an opportunity to get 
outside and get active. There’s another benefit of 
working with the school, Mike adds: “The kids know 
that if they litter, they will just end up picking it up 
next year!” 

BERWYN

Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Teens and Tweens
Communities were encouraged to identify barriers youth ages 9-12 and 13-18 may experience in the 
community that steer them away from healthy living. Those barriers could include lack of access to 
recreation facilities, transportation or affordable healthy foods. Once communities identified one or two 
barriers, they were asked to develop strategies to overcome them and share them with the provincial 
office to receive support and recognition.

Mike has since left village employ, and Theresa 
Maggs has taken over as Director of Community 
Services. Realizing that the school makes 
frequent use of the village walking trail whenever 
conditions permit, she is working with teachers 
to create incentives for those who need an extra 
boost to make walking a habit. Hearing a desire 
among seniors to continue walking in winter, when 
conditions outside are not conducive, she arranged 
transportation to an indoor walking track in a 
nearby community. 

Next on the agenda? Perhaps a garden where 
grandparents can pass along their knowledge in 
an era when many parents don’t garden. “A lot of 
seniors would like to garden, but don’t necessarily 
have the energy, and there are a whole bunch of 
kids with energy and nothing to do,” Theresa says. 
“We’d like to bridge that gap.” 

Berwyn in Brief

Population 526 (2011 census) 

Location 171 km north of Grande 
Prairie on Hwy 2

ChooseWell Team Village of Berwyn, Lloyd 
Garrison School 

Recognition Reducing Barriers to 
Healthy Living for Tweens 
and Teens

Top Tip Pick up garbage, you’ll have 
double the reason to walk

Contact bcsdept@serverbernet.com, 
780-338-3801 

NORTH

Student walks spark community cleanup drive



Activity for all is central to growing a healthy, active 
community, says Andrea Longman, recreation 
coordinator for the Town of Edson. “I believe active 
living is all about creating habits when we are 
young that we will continue to practice as we grow 
older. It’s about providing opportunities for all 
ages.”

That vision propels Edson’s commitment to tweens 
and teens, an age group often seen as too old for 
playgrounds but too young to be fully independent. 
Since 2006, a Youth Interagency Committee (YIC) 
including Alberta Health Services, Yellowhead 
County, the school division, Boys and Girls Club of 
Edson and District, the Town of Edson, Addiction 
Services and other like-minded partners has been 
organizing activities for youth – bike maintenance 
workshops, white water rafting, shinny with the 
senior men’s hockey team and more. 

“Partnerships are the way to go. They lead to 
greater commitment and greater involvement.” 

Andrea Longman  
Edson

Most YIC events take place right after school, 
providing enjoyable, safe and character-building 
alternatives to the less desirable behaviours that 
too often occur during that crucial time. Among 
the most popular is drop-in dodge ball. Like many 
others, it takes advantage of a joint use agreement 
that gives the town free access to school gyms and 
classrooms in exchange for the schools’ use of 
facilities such as the swimming pool and skating 
rinks. “The arrangement benefits everyone,” 
Andrea says. 

EDSON

In May, YIC launched the community’s first-ever 
celebration of National Youth Week, a blitz of 
activities ranging from wall climbing to floor hockey 
to the fourth annual dodge ball tournament, a 
perennial favourite. A summer camp for boys and 
another for girls (co-hosted with the InMotion 
Network) attracted 24 participants each for an 
action-packed week each fueled by healthy food. 
Highlights included an Amazing Race for boys 
and canoeing for girls. A whitewater rafting trip 
to Jasper added to the action-packed agenda. 
Perhaps it’s no surprise Edson took home a 
ChooseWell Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for 
Tweens and Teens award for 2011.   

Nor are other ages forgotten. The second annual 
Eddie’s Big Run on June 18 attracted more than 
400 adults for 5 km, 10 km and half marathon 
distances, plus 70 kids for a fun run. The town’s 
fourth annual Step it Up Challenge attracted 32 
teams, with each person aiming to walk 10,000 
steps a day for five weeks. An array of fitness 
programs keeps the momentum going throughout 
the year, including Hard Core 100, Fifty & Fit, 
Summer Cycle and Bootcamp. 

And that’s not all. For 32 years the Kinsmen Slo-
pitch Tournament has taken to the field on August 
long weekend; billed as “Canada’s largest,” it 
attracts as many as 272 teams. The Muskeg Flyers 
Nordic Club grooms close to 30 km of trails at the 
nearby Hornbeck Nordic Ski Area while running 
a Jackrabbits program that attracts a growing 
number of young wanna-be skiers. Edson residents 
of all ages run, walk, hike, snowshoe and cycle on 
the town’s recently upgraded trail system and at 
nearby Hornbeck Creek and Willmore recreation 
areas. Businesses and service clubs are crucial 
to much that happens, Andrea says. Their support 
helps to ensure healthy snacks, prizes, medals and 
other giveaways. 

NORTH

Edson shifts into active gear by offering something for everyone 
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Edson also participated in ChooseWell’s 21 Days 
to Healthy Eating Challenge, attracting extensive 
chat about healthy choices in local media. Eleven 
families registered and were entered in a draw 
for a $50 gift card from IGA, which cosponsored 
the challenge with Alberta Health Services and 
the Town of Edson. Andrea believes other families 
participated without registering. A planned family 
cooking night with a chef did not attract enough 
interest to run, but she hopes to try that again at a 
less busy time of the year. 

“Active living doesn’t have to be difficult. The goal 
is lifestyle change, and the best way to make it 
happen is to keep it simple.”

Andrea Longman 
Edson

For this town, 2011 was the continuation of a 
steady shift toward more active living, Andrea says. 
“People are starting to take their health seriously. 
Walking and running have become go-to activities 
in Edson, whether it’s a stroll with family or training 
for a 5-km. I believe these are significant changes 
because walking and running are among the 
simplest ways to be active. If Edson can embrace 
those two activities, we are on the path to a 
healthier lifestyle.”

Edson in Brief

Population 8,475, plus another 2,000 
in outlying areas 

Location 207 km west of Edmonton 
on the Yellowhead Highway

ChooseWell Team Town of Edson  

Recognition Reducing Barriers to Healthy 
Living for Tweens and Teens

Top Tip Keep it simple, so that 
active living becomes part of 
your everyday life

Contact andreal@townofedson.ca, 
780-723-4403



A free twice-weekly drop-in program for ages 10 
to 17 attracted 88 youth who together made 312 
visits and spent more than 900 hours in the centre 
over the four months. They could often be found 
playing basketball, floor hockey, volleyball and 
badminton – or having a blast with ChooseWell 
purchased equipment. ChooseWell’s giveaway 
items also proved popular, Cathy says. “The youth 
had so much fun playing with the beach balls and 
flying discs; volleyball and paddleball will never be 
the same!”

Monday evenings were devoted to a very successful 
adult floor hockey mash-up whose members also 
proved willing volunteers. Another night of the week 
started out as family night and eventually opened 
up to kids 10 to 17 plus any adults who show up, 
whether related to the kids or not. 

During July and August, Irricana’s Summer Sizzlers 
Day Camp found relief in the building weekday 
afternoons when it was rainy or hot outside. Forty-
two 5- to 12-year-olds were enrolled in that seven-
week program, and they thoroughly enjoyed having 
an indoor option on those bad-weather days. 

Irricana also launched a Sports Week featuring a 
smorgasbord of sports. Besides using the indoor 
floor for inline skating, the kids tried out many of 
the centre’s new toys. Irricana’s playschool, which 
runs through June, also enjoyed using the space; 
a kindergarten in town may benefit in the future, 
although its year finishes in May, when the floor is 
just going in.

A 25-person crew of volunteers came together to 
pull up the floor as September loomed so ice-
making could begin. “I am so sad this is our last 
day here,” one youth said, “because we had so 
much fun this summer.” 

For Irricana, seed funding from ChooseWell to 
purchase a grab bag of sports equipment put icing 
on the cake – or perhaps we should say hummus 
on the baked flax cracker. Now youth of all ages 
have all sorts of ways to play on the new floor of 
their recreation complex. 

With no school in town, and thus no gym, Irricana 
finally gained an indoor summer playground in 
2011 by installing a removable floor in its curling 
rink. ACE Communities seed funding matched 
community donations, grants and sweat equity 
to purchase the floor and some major pieces of 
sports equipment. The Irricana Recreation Complex 
officially became A Place for All Seasons: ice rink 
in winter, multipurpose recreation facility from 
May to September. Anyone 10 to 17 can use the 
centre free, and four-month passes for other ages 
cost just $10 for 50-plus, $25 for adults, $50 for 
families. (Drop-in rates are $5 each, or $15 for a 
family.) The local Ag Society chips in by hiring a 
summer student under the federal employment 
program to supervise the building; the town hires 
program coordinators.

Communities ChooseWell seed funding for 
Reducing Barriers to Healthy Living for Teens and 
Tweens enabled the town to take the next step 
and buy the smaller items that make for funky fun: 
scooters, scoop ball sets, hula hoops, gator balls 
(for dodge ball), walking stilts, chirping chickens, 
squealing pigs and a parachute. The $2000 grant 
also purchased a commercial water cooler to keep 
players hydrated – and less apt to reach for pop. 

Use of the complex grew all summer long, says 
Community Services Officer Cathy O’Donoghue, 
who programs the space based on community 
priorities. As an added bonus, the town’s Public 
Works Department reports that outdoor vandalism 
dropped to almost non-existent. 

IRRICANA

SOUTH

Irricana enjoys toys galore to go with a new rec centre floor
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“The ChooseWell grant added to the success of 
our programs by getting people active and enjoying 
more fun and games,” Cathy says, recalling daily 
parachute games, invented hula hoop races, 
frenzied pickup matches and more. The very 
idea of removable flooring first surfaced through 
ChooseWell, she adds. “Didsbury had installed 
a similar floor; that’s how I learned of it. So it all 
came full circle.” 

Success truly does grow when it travels. 

“ChooseWell through its funding opportunities and 
promotions has provided a foundation for building 
a healthier community, and to share our successes 
is a wonderful experience, especially for small 
communities like us.”

Cathy O’Donoghue  
Irricana

Irricana in Brief

Population 1,162  

Location 53 km northeast of Calgary, 
named after the area’s 
irrigation canals

ChooseWell Team Town of Irricana with partners

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities 

Top Tip Get involved! It’s amazing 
what you can learn through 
sharing, collaboration and 
partnership

Contact cathy.odonoghue@irricana.
com; 403-935-4672



Keeping kids off the street is the goal of most 
communities. In Lacombe this summer, it was just 
the opposite. A Street Festival brought youth of 
all ages out for street hockey, skateboard demos, 
crafts, a magician and local live music. “We also 
served healthy pizza,” says Sonya Beauclair, 
Family and Community Support Services executive 
assistant. 

Reducing barriers to teens and tweens was the 
focus of Lacombe’s ChooseWell programs and 
the community found numerous ways to do this. 
Besides the Street Festival, Lacombe built a 
skate park that Beauclair says is long overdue. 
The Lacombe Skatepark has over 13,000 square 
feet of concrete ledges, rails, stairs, hips, banks, 
gaps and a boomerang-shaped bowl. In honour 
of Lacombe’s history, the park has two unique 
features: the “Flatiron Building” manual pad and 
the “Blacksmith Shop” horseshoe-shaped mini 
bowl. Until the snow came, the skate park was very 
busy, full of kids of all ages from young to adult, 
according to Beauclair.

Two accessible playgrounds were constructed. 
One of the playgrounds is in between four schools 
and the other is by the skate park. “We wanted to 
make the skate park more of a family environment 
and offer something to even the youngest kids,” 
Beauclair says.

ChooseWell’s 21 Days to Healthy Eating challenge 
was promoted at Sobeys and at the Active 
Living Fair in an attempt to get more families to 
participate in the challenge. In addition to the 
logbook, promotional items were given away 
along with information pamphlets. A display board 
showed reasons to participate. 

LACOMBE

The first artificial turf field in central Alberta is 
planned for MEGlobal Athletic Park. The installation 
began in November with the excavation of the 
field. The turf will be installed early in 2012 as 
weather permits. The field will be surrounded by a 
regulation running track with rubberized covering 
when the whole project is completed.

WinterActive Challenge 2012 kicked off on January 
30. The challenge was designed to get participants 
moving with friends, family or co-workers. Team 
members can be any age as long as they are 
capable of doing 30 minutes of activity per day 
for three consecutive weeks. Draw prizes for 
participation are offered each week in addition to 
prizes for the first team registered, the best name 
and a grand prize draw. 

Lacombe in Brief

Population 11,707

Location North of Red Deer east of 
Queen Elizabeth Highway

ChooseWell Team Lacombe Community 
Services staff

Recognition Northern Alberta:

Reducing Barriers to 
Healthy Living for Tweens 
and Teens

Top Tip Make healthy and active 
living cool.

Contact sbeauclair@lacombe.ca

NORTH

Lacombe, where it’s cool to be active
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NORTH

From surviving to thriving: teen fitness club rejuvenated

REDWATER

The Redwater School Fitness Club was in trouble. 
Outdated, broken and unsafe equipment littered 
what had started as a successful drop-in fitness 
program for teens and tweens. Fortunately, 
some team effort coupled with seed funding and 
promotional tools from Communities ChooseWell 
enabled the community to resuscitate the program 
while drawing in more adults. Fees paid by the 
adults, in turn, are helping to sustain the school 
club, so that it doesn’t dip back into the danger 
zone.

Born February 2010 in response to the need for 
non-competitive fitness opportunities by and for 
youth, the Redwater School Fitness Club was 
a grassroots labour of love fueled by student 
dedication and teacher donations of equipment 
and time. Free to students in grade 7 to 17, the 
club opens twice weekly for an hour after school. 
But limited space and equipment put it in danger 
of folding. 

In that context, ChooseWell’s seed funding for 
reducing barriers to teens and tweens was a 
lifesaver says ChooseWell Champion Teena 
Hughson, Redwater’s Community Services 
Coordinator. The club used that $2,000 to 
purchase safe, new equipment. Then, with the 
support of Redwater Community Services, certified 
professionals began coming in to facilitate fitness, 
nutrition and wellbeing classes throughout the 
school year.

The club complements many existing opportunities 
for youth to stay active, including year-round soccer, 
a basketball club, Tae Kwon Do, recreational and 
competitive skipping and hockey.  Community 
fitness programs are also open to anyone age 14 
or older. Knowing that cost can keep kids away, the 
Town of Redwater set up a Program Subsidy Fund 
in June 2011. Town Council committed $1,000 to 
the fund, and local businesses donated another 
$2,850. Already, the fund has helped Redwater 
children and youth participate in summer camp, 
skipping and other programs.  

“We know these programs are essential and that 
not all families have the means for their children to 
participate.  We are proud to help.” 

Mel Smith 
Mayor, Redwater

Adults as well as youth told town staff they wanted 
more fitness programming, but it’s not easy to 
find instructors willing to drive out to Redwater, 
especially when classes are small. “We embraced 
the challenge,” Teena says. “The extra time and 
energy we put into developing fitness instructor 
recruitment packages and promoting our fitness 
programs paid off by leaps and bounds. In the past, 
we had struggled to achieve minimum numbers 
for programs; now we had more than doubled 
registrations in all programs across the board!”    



New programs offered in 2011 include ZUMBA, 
Ashtanga Yoga, Iyengar Yoga, Fitness Fusion and 
Body Blast—a boot camp style workout. One of the 
greatest successes was a spring ZUMBA fitness 
class that hit capacity with 50 participants. This 
hugely popular Latin-inspired dance-fitness party 
now runs biweekly on Monday and Wednesday 
nights.

Hearing a desire for daytime fitness offerings, 
staff launched Fitness Fusion in February 2011. 
This circuit style workout program draws a small 
but extremely dedicated group that is still meeting 
every Tuesday and Thursday morning. Pre-school 
programming also saw a reversal from declining 
enrollment when the local Parent Link Centre 
launched Marvelous Movers, a free drop-in 
program for ages 0-6 that makes physical activity 
fun. Songs, games and healthy snacks send 
preschoolers and parents home smiling.

In February 2011, Ochre Park School students, 
Town Staff and Community Services Board 
members pounded the pavement as part of the 
province-wide Winter Walk Day. The walk turns kids’ 
attention to fitness, notes Principal Kerry Coxen. 
“That’s something we want to promote, so we have 
healthy bodies and healthy minds.”

Redwater’s annual Kris Kringle festivities closed 
the year, attracting nearly 200 for a free night of 
sleigh rides and skating with Santa at Provident 
Place recreation facility. “In line with our healthy 
living initiatives,” Teena says, “our children’s treat 
bags include sweet, tasty and healthy Christmas 
oranges.”

Redwater in Brief

Population 1915 

Location 52 km north of Edmonton on 
Hwy 38, in Sturgeon County

ChooseWell Team Town of Redwater

Recognition Reducing Barriers to Healthy 
Living for Tweens and Teens

Top Tip Don’t let a rural location keep 
you from offering a full fitness 
menu

Contact thughson@town.redwater.
ab.ca, 780-942-3519, Ext 34
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SOUTH

Strathmore walks the talk

Strathmore has come a long way in turning itself into a walkable community over the five years that the 
Healthy Eating Active Living (HEAL) Our Future Coalition has existed. It’s a sign of the distance they’ve 
travelled that the number of participants in the Walking Challenge HEAL sponsors has increased from 15 
to over 80. Robert Breitwieser, spokesperson for HEAL and ChooseWell champion, considers this kind of 
growth a true sign of success.

Walking Challenges have included a Walk to the Olympics, a walk to the Grey Cup, and a 100-Day 
Centennial Challenge, designed to get Strathmore residents to walk for 100 days in honour of the town’s 
centennial. This year, participants are taking a virtual walk around Jamaica. ChooseWell gifts are used as 
incentives for those who complete the walk.

Increased participation rates are not the only sign of success. The advocating HEAL has done with the 
Town of Strathmore is also moving in a positive direction. Strathmore’s mayor, Steve Grajczyk, signed the 
International Charter for Walking at the September 7, 2011 Council meeting. 

On September 26 and 27, the Town of Strathmore and HEAL Our Future Coalition jointly hosted the 
Walkability Roadshow Alberta. International experts spent two days sharing their ideas on how to integrate 
walking into the community with members of the Town council and staff, teachers, junior high students, 
physicians, nurses and other participants. Their recommendations include more sidewalks and walking 
paths, better signage at crosswalks and making streetscapes more interesting and desirable for cyclists 
and pedestrians. 

“Instead of just having a community dedicated to automobiles, we’re trying to make it a place where 
pedestrians and cyclists can share the roads,” Breitwieser says.

A Walking School Bus at one of the elementary schools is in the planning stages. “Many of the students 
live nearby, but their parents are driving them to school,” Breitwieser says. The initiative is intended to 
reduce traffic congestion at the school and encourage children to walk to school in groups with adult 
supervision. “Walking is an important part of our HEAL program.” 

ChooseWell themes, activities and promotional items are integrated into many of the events HEAL 
sponsors as incentives, prizes and information. “It’s hard to say what’s ChooseWell and what isn’t,” 
Breitwieser says. “We try to plug ChooseWell into our programs wherever we can.” Programs include 
ChooseWell’s 21 Days to Healthy Eating and the Great Skate, which will be held at an outdoor pond this 
year with fire pits, hot dogs and ChooseWell gifts.

STRATHMORE



An afterschool cooking program teaches good 
nutrition and kitchen skills. 

HEAL is working with the town and the Western 
Irrigation District to create a multi-age exercise park 
along one of the longer walking paths. “We want to 
have it somewhere that people have to walk to it, 
exercise, and then walk home,” Breitwieser says. 
“Making it multi-age encourages families to do 
things together.”

Intergenerational connection is something HEAL 
values. The Iron Chef competition, sponsored by 
the Strathmore High School with HEAL’s support 
and encouragement, paired four students with four 
staff members. “Adults can be mentors for younger 
people, and sometimes, younger people can be 
mentors for the adults,” Breitwieser says.

Each team developed its own menu and then 
received a surprise secret ingredient (Saskatoons) 
to include. The school principal, along with 
other members of the community, judged the 
competition. Winners were Abram Weissig and 
Teacher Assistant LaRue Kiemile with an entrée of 
pan-seared breast of duck with Saskatoon chutney.

HEAL looks forward to holding the event again.

Strathmore in Brief

Population 12,305

Location 40 km east of Calgary on 
Highway #1

ChooseWell Team Healthy Eating Active Living 
(HEAL) coalition for our 
future

Recognition Southern Alberta:

Reducing Barriers to Healthy 
Living for Tweens and Teens

Top Tip Involve all generations.

Contact healourfuture@yahoo.ca

A $2,000 grant from ChooseWell for “Reducing 
Barriers to Teens and Tweens” is being used as 
seed money to organize Tri-Smore, the Strathmore 
Triathlon of swimming, biking and running. 
“Very often teens and tweens can’t participate 
in triathlons because the requirements are 
too rigorous,” Breitwieser says. “Our triathlon 
requirements vary according to age category so 
that almost anyone can participate. There is also a 
category for families and for teams.” HEAL was one 
of last year’s sponsors as well and anticipates it 
will be an even larger event this year. 

The public awareness HEAL has brought to the 
community has made people aware of the need 
for good nutrition and activities for all ages. School 
Fuel, a program organized by the Hope Community 
Covenant Church, is one of the results. Community 
members bake nutritious muffins in the high school 
kitchen and serve them with fruit and cheese to 
children in the four elementary schools who come 
to school without breakfast. This very successful 
program is being expanded to the junior high in 
recognition that hungry youth don’t learn well. 
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“One of the most noticeable and commendable 
aspects of our community is that the activities put 
on by our volunteers are almost always open to all 
ages and promote intergenerational participation,” 
Jaime says. “We have a lot of cross-over in our small 
community that allows people of all ages to come 
together in a friendly and energetic manner.” 

“Youngstown, Alberta may be small, but it 
demonstrates a lot of heart in attempting to keep 
our town a fun, friendly and active place to live!”

Jaime Campbell 
Youngstown

Dipping their toes into ChooseWell waters for the 
first time in 2011, Youngstown volunteers took 
advantage of community events to distribute 
ChooseWell tips and resources. The program also 
helped the village take its own pulse, Jaime says. 
“ChooseWell has helped us become more aware 
of our strengths and weaknesses as an active and 
healthy community. Where we succeed in some 
areas, we lack in others, and this program has given 
us the opportunity to realize our successes and 
focus on our needs.”

As a result, Youngstown volunteers will be putting 
even more energy into at least two areas: helping 
tweens/teens be more active and encouraging the 
community as a whole to eat more healthily.

Youngstown in Brief

Population A village of 170 within Special 
Area No. 3, population 1,266 

Location 130 km east of Drumheller 
on Hwy 9 

ChooseWell Team Youngstown Community Club

Recognition Reducing Barriers to Healthy 
Living for Tweens and Teens

Top Tip Small towns with big hearts 
can accomplish a lot

SOUTH

Youngstown powered by big-hearted 
volunteers  

With just 170 residents and no nearby major 
centre, Youngstown has had to figure out how to 
create its own fun. Behind its success stands an 
all-volunteer community club that draws all ages 
into being active together, sometimes on less than 
a dime. “The most noticeable aspect of all our 
active living programs is that they are all run by 
volunteers who have very little access to funding,” 
says Jaime Campbell, a member of the club and 
2011 ChooseWell Champion.  

During the summer months, the community club 
runs programs in junior ball, softball and soccer. 
Each year, a group of young men hosts a 16-team 
softball tournament that is very well attended, 
attracting people from all surrounding areas. The 
club hosts an annual fishing derby at a nearby lake, 
inviting all comers to try their hand at something 
new. Dances and other musical events also draw 
the community together. Come winter, the menu 
shifts to curling bonspiels, junior curling and 
youth hockey.  In addition, community members 
occasionally take the initiative to organize and 
promote a daytrip out of town so people can enjoy 
swimming, water sports and other activities not 
available in the village. 

Youngstown also offers opportunities for 
spontaneous fun. Basketball hoops are available 
for community use, whether casual or organized. 
The village boasts an older golf course where 
people are free to take a swing or two at any time.  
As well, open skate nights and pick-up hockey 
games once or twice a week make everyone 
welcome to come out and participate.  

YOUNGSTOWN



The Town of Beaumont also participated in the 
21 Days to Healthy Eating in partnership with 
Sobeys. Information, along with a coupon for 
Sobeys, was distributed through the grocery store, 
the town office, at the pool and recreation centre. 
ChooseWell also had a presence at the local Trade 
Fair, handing out information to passersby. In 
addition, the ChooseWell philosophy was integrated 
into many of the programs in town, including day 
care centres and the youth centre.

Beaumont in Brief

Population 13,284

Location South of Edmonton and north 
of Leduc

ChooseWell Team Town of Beaumont 
Community Programs

Recognition Providing Health Education

Top Tip Really individualize the 
ChooseWell programs to the 
needs and resources of your 
own community.

Contact cori.corscadden@town.
beaumont.ab.ca

Providing underprivileged children and youth 
with opportunities to participate in programs is a 
priority for Beaumont. Toward that end, $2,000 
seed funding from ChooseWell allowed the Town 
of Beaumont Community Programs to provide free 
spots in swim lessons and day camp. In addition, 
the dollars supported a free Drop-In Sports 
program that ran through the summer at the Ken 
Nichol Recreation Centre.

“The curling club isn’t used during the summer,” 
explains Ilona Molnar, now the Director of 
Recreation and Culture. “It was a rainy, mosquito-
infested summer, so we thought that if we couldn’t 
get the kids moving outside, we’d get them moving 
inside.”

Kids participated in sports such as floor hockey, 
basketball and tennis. They could also use the hula 
hoops, skipping ropes or any of the balls provided 
for games.

The idea of getting the kids moving inside was 
extended to the Beaumont Community Youth 
Centre, where dance games were purchased to 
involve the participants in physical activity. As well, 
they could take cooking classes using healthy 
ingredients.

Providing Health Education
Communities were encouraged to provide residents opportunities to increase their knowledge of personal 
health and wellness. Health education could include communicating information as well as developing 
the skills, motivation and/or confidence individuals and communities need to take action to improve 
health. Examples include delivering presentations about healthy living, informing residents of healthy 
opportunities in the community and disseminating specific messages that promote healthy behaviours 
through posters and the mass media.

BEAUMONT

NORTH

Beaumont youth gain opportunities, thanks to ChooseWell funding 
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The event proved worthy of a repeat, Senecal 
says. “We’re very interested in doing the Iron Chef 
competition again this year.” 

Bonnyville in Brief

Population 6,216

Location East-central Alberta between 
Cold Lake and St. Paul

ChooseWell Team Bonnyville Canadian Native 
Friendship Centre

Bonnyville Agricultural Society

Town of Bonnyville

Bonnyville Sobeys

Alberta Health Services, 

Bonnyville Community Health 
Services

Recognition Northern Alberta:

Providing Health Education

Top Tip Chances of success increase 
when you plan an event 
in collaboration with other 
events that are taking place 
in the community and costs 
and resources can be shared.

Contact florence.senecal@
albertahealthservices.ca

  

Bonnyville’s Food Bank became more than just 
a band-aid solution as a result of ChooseWell. 
Food Bank users were given the opportunity to 
participate in monthly cooking classes through the 
Canadian Native Friendship Centre. 

“Participants learned to read food labels, eat 
healthy and prepare food for themselves, which is 
often less expensive than buying prepared food,” 
says Florence Senecal, Health Promotion Facilitator 
for Alberta Health Services.

Eating home-cooked meals was also the focus of 
Bonnyville’s 21 Days to Healthy Eating Challenge. 
Families were encouraged to pick up a logbook at 
the Sobeys store to keep track of family meals and 
share tips and recipes on the Alberta Recreation 
and Parks Association’s Facebook page.

The emphasis on local ingredients carried over 
into Bonnyville’s “Celebrate Local” Iron Chef 
competition. The Iron Chef event was organized by 
the Bonnyville Communities ChooseWell Committee 
in partnership with the Agricultural Society. Held 
outdoors, the event made use of the museum 
grounds at the Harvest Fair and Country Market in 
September.

The Iron Chef was a very casual event, and 
provided a lot of fun for both participants and 
spectators, according to Senecal. Participants 
showed up with crock pots, hot plates, barbecues, 
frying pans – whatever cooking appliance they 
wanted to use to create their culinary dish. Locally 
grown ingredients provided by the Bonnyville 
Saturday Farmers’ Market were used wherever 
possible. 

BONNYVILLE

NORTH

Bonnyville’s Food Bank users get a ChooseWell boost



The program On the Right Snack (playing off the 
more familiar On the Right Track) was implemented 
this fall. Youth workers expressed concern that, 
even when there were healthy alternatives 
available, the youth were choosing to purchase 
food that was high in fat, sugar and salt content 
at youth recreation nights. So, the Town of Hanna 
got on board in a rather dramatic way. The new 
Hanna Regional Community Services Centre, 
which opened in November, has no snack bar or 
snack machines. The Afterschool Fun Program 
and the Hanna and District Youth Club were 
asked to provide only healthy choices for snacks. 
The $2,000 seed funding received for “Reducing 
Barriers to Teens and Tweens” was used to pay for 
the ingredients.

SOUTH

Hanna is on the right snack

Hanna is becoming a junk-food-free zone, one 
building at a time, slowly converting its youth to 
a healthy diet. With ChooseWell’s help, Hanna is 
building on initiatives already started by the J.C. 
Charyk School. The school vending machines offer 
only healthy beverages and the concession serves 
only healthy snack and lunch items. 

“The kids aren’t in school all the time,” 
Community Services Programmer Kim Grewe 
says. “Healthy eating has to extend beyond school 
into recreational time as well. It takes a whole 
community to build on this together.” 

Over the summer, at the Summer Fun day camp, 
participants recorded and graphed their nutritional 
and activity choices, competing for prizes provided 
by ChooseWell. “Everyone is a winner when they 
learn to take better care of themselves,” Grewe 
says.

HANNA
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SOUTH

Longview involves entire village in 
extreme makeover

Any tiny community tempted to think a mountain 
is too big to climb need only consider Longview 
for an infusion of optimism. In little more than a 
year, the community has gone from bemoaning its 
dilapidated playground and dearth of active living 
alternatives to raising more than $400,000 for a 
playground revamp, a green gym, park amenities, 
a veterans’ memorial surrounded by a Serenity 
Garden, a concrete slab for the hockey rink, skate 
park equipment, basketball hoops and tennis nets. 

“Almost every group in the village banded together 
to give Longview an ‘Xtreme Makeover,’” says 
Michele Geistlinger, local ChooseWell Champion 
and (with husband Tony) a key player on the 
society that is leading the charge. “It’s almost 
unbelievable, what we’ve accomplished.”

Longview’s journey may sound familiar to other 
small towns within commuting distance of urban 
centres. A member of Longview Council in the early 
2000s, Michele realized that new residents drawn 
to the village by its rural setting and foothill views 
tended to have a different take on taxation and 
service levels and community involvement than 
those with deeper roots. What’s more, various 
boards were working in isolation, despite overlaps 
in members. Like its playground, Longview was 
splintering and in need of a makeover. 

Just before leaving council to care for an aging 
mother, Michele took advantage of ChooseWell 
resources to do some community building – and 
encourage healthy eating. ARPA also put her 
in touch with Wayne Page, who helped build 
a Community Services Advisory Board that 
successfully applied to be among the third wave 
of partners in ACE (Active Creative Engaged) 
Communities. With the mentorship of ACE 
coaches, the board has morphed into ARC (Art, 
Recreation and Community) Society. 

“The youth put together healthy alternatives that 
are quick to fix, Grewe says. It’s usually something 
they can make themselves: trail mix, parfaits, 
sandwiches. “They are building a repertoire of 
snacks they can create themselves that are fun, 
creative and healthy. They build it together and eat 
it together.”

In the process, the youth also receive information 
about the importance of good nutrition as part of 
a healthy lifestyle. “It’s done in a fun way, not as a 
formal education,” Grewe says.

 Transforming a community doesn’t happen 
overnight, but there has been a noticeable shift 
towards healthy alternatives. “We’ve noticed that 
pop sales have decreased significantly, and we 
can’t keep enough bottled water in stock for 13- 
to 18-year-old youth at our community events,” 
Grewe reports. The move away from soda and 
sugary snacks with younger participants has been 
a bit slower. But, gradually, “What are we making 
tonight?” is heard more often than “when can we 
get chips again?”

Hanna in Brief

Population 2,673

Location The junction of highways: #9 
and #36 in the Badlands

ChooseWell Team The Town of Hanna in 
partnership with 
The Hanna & District Youth 
Club

Recognition Providing Health Education

Top Tip Partnerships are key. It takes 
a whole community.

Contact kgrewe@hanna.ca

LONGVIEW



It’s a point of pride that the ARC Society is the 
only ACE initiative fully driven by volunteers. Its 
five-member board has a distribution list of more 
than 90, on alert to pitch in as needed. The 
society began by asking people to imagine what 
they wanted to see happen in two years, recalls 
Michele, who has devoted nearly fulltime to the 
society since her mom died in 2009. At an AGM in 
February 2012, community members compared 
their original wish list to the new reality. Contrary to 
what a few naysayers predicted, every part of the 
plan is on track for completion. “It blows me away, 
actually,” Michele says. “I still can’t believe it all 
came to be.” 

This is a classic case of full-out collaboration 
underwritten by targeted grant writing. On the 
team: the ARC Society, Village Council, Longview 
Stampede Association, Longview Recreation Board 
(operator of an outdoor rink) and a group dedicated 
to the Serenity Park/Veteran’s Memorial. Thanks to 
their fundraising and generosity, a full 80% of the 
money came through grants and awards – and not 
a penny from the tax base. 

With seed funding from SOGO Active and ARPA, 
donations rolled in from Foothills Lions Club and 
corporations with a local presence, such as Legacy 
Oil and Gas, Suncor Energy Inc., Fortis, ATCO Gas 
and Costco. A Community Facility Enhancement 
Program grant helped pay for a concrete pad that 
will allow multi-season use of Longview’s outdoor 
rink for basketball, tennis and skateboarding. 
Fundraisers included a Night of Foolishness 
dinner and silent auction celebrating local talent. 
A Let them be Kids award, one of just 30 across 
Canada that year, not only matched every dollar 
the community raised for playground , fitness and 
skate park equipment, but provided coaching every 
step of the way.

“Look to big corporations, because they really do 
want to give back. But really research their motive 
in giving. If you don’t qualify, there’s no sense 
writing up a big grant.” 

Michele Geistlinger 
Longview

Amid all of that, Longview learned that the Wild 
Pink Yonder Ride for Breast Cancer Research was 
stopping overnight August 18. The town not only 
hosted the riders but raised $3,000 to support 
the cause. Cyclists camped at the rodeo grounds, 
enjoyed supper, entertainment and breakfast – 
and rode off with healthy bag lunches courtesy of 
the Longview Bible Fellowship. 

The people powering Longview’s Xtreme Makeover 
also found ways to raise awareness of the initiative 
and its goal of enhancing health and wellbeing 
through exercise, fresh air and social gatherings. 
They entered a float featuring ARC, ACE and 
ChooseWell in the Little New York Daze parade. 
(Did you know Longview was originally called Little 
New York?) They sparked a July 3 Flashmob to the 
tune of Michael Jackson’s Heal the World – and 
shot a video during the wind-blown happening 
that won a ChooseWell draw. The prize? A $6,800 
Super Nova from Playworks, a tilted and spinnable 
disc that is proving popular with kids – and a 
challenge for adults.  

Both the new playground and the veteran’s 
memorial began to take shape Oct. 15 during 
a massive work bee that attracted nearly 100 
volunteers. Located at the village office, the 
memorial will feature a life-size statue of a First 
World War veteran as well as benches, trees and 
a garden. By 2014, the 50th anniversary of its 
incorporation as a village, the community also 
hopes to have an interpretive centre celebrating 
the area’s rich ranching, First Nations, oil and 
gas heritage. “Nobody’s even going to recognize 
Longview,” Michele predicts.

“How could a 57-year-old woman know how to 
choose what kids would want to play on?”

Michele Geistlinger 
Longview
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“The province is going in the right direction with 
ACE and ChooseWell. ACE sure opened the door 
for me to think big; it’s like a support system – a 
huge family.  I like ChooseWell’s newsletters and 
ideas and contest – and just the visibility, getting 
out there.”

Michele Geistlinger 
Longview

Longview in Brief

Population 350 

Location 64 km south of Calgary in 
the foothills of the Canadian 
Rockies 

ChooseWell Team Longview ARC Society 

Recognition Providing Health Education

Top Tip You can do it! Don’t let the 
naysayers hold you back

Contact michelegeistlinger@gmail.
com, 403-558-2158 

Everything in the playground was chosen by 
children through “dotmocracy.” Invited to a 
choosing party (with healthy treats), each kid 
received nine coloured dots: three to vote for 
their favourite playground pieces, three for fitness 
equipment and three for skate park equipment. 
Curious adults came too – and received dots to 
vote for exercise equipment. By mid-2012, 13 
exercise machines will be in place at the edges of 
the playground, inviting parents to be active while 
their children play.

The green gym will help make up for the fact that 
the nearest exercise classes are 35 km away in 
High River, Michele says. “I decided to bring the 
exercise equipment to me.” Next step: snagging a 
grant to hire a trainer to teach all ages how to use 
the equipment and maximize their exercise time. 

As that comment indicates, Michele is focused 
on programming now that the capital decisions 
are made. As in the past, Longview School was 
key to promoting ChooseWell in 2011, sending 
a My Amazing Little Cookbook home with every 
elementary student as summer began – and a 
Sobey’s 21 Days to Healthy Eating calendar to 
every family in September. Perhaps another SOGO 
Active grant would entice the physical education 
teacher to set up an attainable exercise regimen at 
school that could spread to the community. Maybe 
the school would cohost a year-end party at the 
park, complete with a rented climbing wall and 
money for the parents’ association to serve healthy 
food. The popular admission-by-donation music 
festival hosted in recent years by Longview native 
Eva Levesque of the Travelling Mabels (with funds 
going to a local charity) also opens opportunities to 
build on what’s happening here.

Michele can see the renewed park out her kitchen 
window and has taken to recording who’s there in 
what sorts of weather. “I’ll see kids over there in 
minus 20, and I never did before,” she says. “More 
adults spend time there now, and people from the 
surrounding district bring their kids. It’s wonderful 
to see increased use of the park – and even new 
faces.”



NORTH

Mannville, Minburn and Innisfree summer 
fun involves action and healthy eating 

Vegetable stick men from the ChooseWell 
cookbook were a hit at the Summer Fun Programs 
in Mannville and Innisfree. 

“They enjoyed building snacks and comparing 
them to the pictures in the book,” says Elizabeth 
Myhovich, FCSS Director for Mannville, Minburn 
and Innisfree. After “cooking” at camp, each 
participant left with a recipe book to try making 
healthy snacks at home.

Students in Manville’s babysitting course in 
October received both cookbooks and activity 
guides. Seventeen Grade Six students were 
registered in the course.

The 21 Days to Healthy Eating program was more 
difficult to implement in a rural community during 
harvest time and difficult to maintain during hockey 
season. 

“We eat together as a family,” Myhovich laughs, 
“but it’s usually in the car on the way to hockey 
practice!”

Mannville, Minburn and Innisfree in Brief

Population 761 + 105 + 220 = 1,086

Location East of Edmonton and west of 
Lloydminster on Highway #16

ChooseWell Team Family and Community 
Support Services 

Recognition Northern Alberta:

Providing Health Education

Top Tip Keep it simple, fun, and get 
the kids involved.

Contact mmifcss@mannville.com

MANNVILLE
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NORTH

Strathcona County listens and learns

Made up of both urban Sherwood Park and its 
rural surroundings, Strathcona County has a 
unique resident mix. “Being active can mean 
something totally different for someone living in 
Sherwood Park than for someone in rural areas,” 
notes Jenn Wilson, recreation development 
program specialist with Strathcona County 
Recreation, Parks and Culture. “It can definitely 
be a challenge to reach everyone and motivate 
them to make healthy choices. We know that to 
influence people’s behaviours, we need to go 
where they are and reach them how they want to 
be reached.”

Jenn and her marketing and wellness colleagues 
at Strathcona County use ChooseWell resources 
and programs as a way of broadening their reach, 
weaving them into the many things already 
occurring in the community. They used a multitude 
of media: iPad intercept surveys, Facebook and 
Twitter along with posters, brochures and other 
more typical promotional vehicles. They created a 
series of e-newsletters to help keep residents up to 
date on upcoming events, covering topics such as 
active living, how to book ice time, the preschool 
years and green living. They also reached out 
to the places people gather, including malls 
and restaurants. Their inventiveness earned a 
Providing Health Education award.

Besides being out and about at events such as 
Canada Day, the team launched a Family Activity 
Challenge, inviting families to describe eight ways 
they were active together throughout the summer. 
Participating families entered a draw for an activity 
kit filled with racquets, sticks, balls and other 
ingredients for family fun – plus a gift card from 
Canadian Tire, which sponsored the prizes. One 
winning entry was written by a child, Jenn recalls. 
“When I called the family to say they’d won, the 

STRATHCONA
COUNTY

mom said it had been her son who organized the 
family being active together. What a great example 
of a child taking a lead role in getting his family up 
and active!”

“We really focused on trying to get families active 
as a whole; if the families are supportive, hopefully 
the kids will be involved, too.”

Jenn Wilson 
Strathcona County

Schools prove an important point of contact for 
health messages. Through an Active Schools 
Program, each school in Strathcona County 
receives a School’s In package with giveaways, 
instructions for booking events and upcoming 
events. Schools also have access to an online 
healthy living resource that teachers can use 
to plan school related events, programs and 
activities.

In fall 2011, Strathcona County began piloting 
an after school program at a few local schools. 
Continuing through June 2012, the pilot provides 
about three hours of creative activity each school 
day, a time when many children are inactive and 
alone. Each month features a different theme, 
such as visual arts, snow day and thinking outside 
the box. Kids are introduced to various physical 
activities, indoors and out, and begin learning 
to make healthy physical, mental and nutritional 
choices. Despite lower than hoped enrolments, 
Jenn says, “the kids who come are loving the 
program.”



Strathcona County in Brief

Population 87,998: 61,660 in Sherwood 
Park, 26,338 rural 

Location Just east of Edmonton, with 
Sherwood Park at its centre

ChooseWell Team County marketing and 
wellness staff, with some 
bridging to local APPLE 
Schools

Recognition Providing Health Education 

Top Tip Go to where the people are, 
and reach them how they 
want to be reached

Contact wilsonj@strathcona.ab.ca; 
780-416-7272

Jenn and her colleagues also collaborated 
with dietician Kristi Rokosh, who signed up for 
ChooseWell on behalf of three local APPLE Schools 
(Alberta Project Promoting active Living and healthy 
Eating in Schools) . APPLE Schools is a University 
of Alberta led initiative operating in forty Alberta 
schools that have committed to help their students 
achieve better nutrition and healthy weights. Kristi 
helped promote such initiatives as 21 Days to 
Active Living to the students in the schools she is 
serving. 

By the end of 2012, Strathcona County will know 
far more about how people recreate – and if they 
don’t, why not. With researchers from the University 
of Alberta, they are listening to residents in open 
houses, surveys and focus groups to discover what 
effect existing recreational buildings and spaces 
have on their health. The findings will help inform a 
new Open Space and Recreation Facility Strategy, 
which will guide recreation planning for the next 
20 years. At the same time, the sessions open an 
opportunity to plant ideas about ways to be active 
and healthy among the citizens who attend. 
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SOUTH

Bassano makes healthy choices the norm 

As soon as ChooseWell launched in Alberta, 
Bassano became involved. The signs at the 
edge of town make it clear: this is a ChooseWell 
community. 

FCSS Director Kelly Christman still recalls obtaining 
Town Council approval to take advantage of 
ChooseWell, back in 2005. “Until then, healthy 
eating and active living weren’t being championed 
in our small community,” she says. “This program 
brought it to light.” Healthy choices are now 
second nature for the FCSS board, which recently 
incorporated health into its vision and mission 
statements. 

“FCSS and ChooseWell work well together,” Kelly 
adds. ChooseWell provides the foundational 
philosophy and resources – posters, booklets, 
giveaways and more. FCSS injects the resources to 
take those concepts to the streets. 

In 2011, for example, a four-month FCSS-
funded pilot brought healthy breakfasts to every 
Kindergarten through Grade 6 student at Bassano 
School, with teachers assessing the results. “It was 
a great experience for the students and learning 
for all of us on the importance of eating breakfast,” 
Kelly says. “Even for children with different 
medications and diagnoses, the breakfast made a 
difference, big-time.” The school has since found 
some funds to offer simple breakfasts to kids who 
were benefitting the most. 

Creating Healthy Opportunities
Communities were encouraged to improve local health by offering community members more 
opportunities to make healthy choices. Healthy opportunities could include any programs, initiatives 
or activities supporting wellness, such as healthy cooking classes in community kitchens, community 
gardens, walking groups and moms and tots programs. 

BASSANO

Using information provided by ChooseWell, Kelly 
also visited school classrooms to stress the fact 
that healthy choices impact our lives, perhaps 
forever. She’ll make similar points in early 2012 
while distributing rural safety booklets to Bassano 
and outlying schools. “When that message 
comes from a different direction, they might hear 
something they didn’t from somebody else,” she 
says.

The ChooseWell focus also injects healthy choices 
into events and conversations around town. A day-
long event celebrating local seniors in partnership 
with the local lodge and adult education centre 
focused on healthy living and eating. Both seniors 
day and a volunteer appreciation luncheon 
featured healthy food. A Red Cross babysitting 
course included a component on healthy lunches 
and snacks. A four-day bash celebrating Bassano’s 
hundredth birthday flew the ChooseWell banner 
in word and deed, from meals to activities to 
promotional materials.

Keeping its healthy choices antennae up, Bassano 
also took advantage of Thrive on Wellness 
funding from the Alberta Cancer Foundation to 
hold community consultations on local barriers 
to healthy living. Hearing desire for a workout 
facility, the town’s Thrive on Wellness committee 
contracted with a local employer, EMME’s Esso, 
to open its employee facility to the community. 
Launching February 2012 for a trial year, the 
arrangement will test how much use a local fitness 
centre would receive.



NORTH

Camrose plants life in the heart of 
downtown

Like many communities, Camrose wants its 
downtown to remain vibrant despite the advent of 
malls and big box stores. So it’s more than a happy 
coincidence that initiatives aimed at promoting 
healthy choices also draw people downtown. 

Perhaps the most obvious addition is the Camrose 
Community Garden. Located on a vacant downtown 
lot with raised beds surrounded by bales of straw, 
the garden produced potatoes, onions, tomatoes, 
carrots, radishes, peas, beans, beets, lettuce, 
spinach and cabbage in its first year. Although 
anyone in town could pick from the garden, most 
of its bounty went to Camrose Open Door, a youth 
drop-in and peer connection agency that includes a 
restaurant, a catering service and a Good Food Box 
program. (The Good Food Box is open to anyone for 
a $5 membership fee plus $10 for each month’s 
box of fresh produce and recipes.) 

“This project brought together many partners 
that may not otherwise have worked together,” 
says Katherine Gagnon, a member of the lifestyle 
coalition and ChooseWell Champion. “It’s a true 
example of the power of community.” Open Door 
clients took a lead role in tending the garden, with 
guidance from a subcommittee of the Camrose 
Healthy Lifestyle Coalition.  Individuals who 
originally suggested launching a community garden 
now sit on the subcommittee. An anonymous 
landowner donated use of the land until it is sold, 
and gifts of tools, a garden shed, bales, dirt, seeds, 
water, manure and more came from all directions. 
Seedlings were grown at a local school, adding 
a learning component. At-risk youth, adults and 
seniors bonded as they enjoyed physical activity 
and discovered (or rediscovered) the rewards of 
growing your own food. At season’s end, Canada 
World Youth volunteers helped harvest the bounty 
and put the garden to rest. Next year, it’s hoped 
the garden will attract people for tours and related 
education sessions. 

Bassano is still benefitting from ChooseWell seed 
money received in 2007 to help make a new 
pool more accessible. The dollars helped pay 
for a sloped entry into the pool and then made 
it possible to bring seniors to the pool, where 
volunteers helped them slip at least part way into 
the water. “Many of our seniors would not have 
otherwise ventured into the pool,” Kelly reflects. 
“Some are still using the pool; others still talk 
about it and have pictures of the visit they cherish.”

“For the FCSS board, healthy living and eating 
have become part of their culture. When I go out 
representing the board, community members just 
know that’s going to come out.”

Kelly Christman 
Bassano FCSS

Bassano in Brief

Population 1,390 

Location 140 km east of Calgary, 160 
km west of Medicine Hat on 
Hwy 1

ChooseWell Team FCSS Director and Board 

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities

Top Tip Given a champion, healthy 
choices can become your 
norm

Contact bassfcss@telus.net; 403-641-
3788

CAMROSE
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received weekly memos setting a goal for the week 
based on Alberta Nutrition guidelines. “On the one 
hand, you could say there was 100% participation 
because everybody got the messages,” Katherine 
said, “but just three employees actually registered 
to participate. We found September was an 
awkward month to get people on board.”

In addition to participating in Communities 
ChooseWell, Camrose is one of ARPA’s ACE 
Communities. The two initiatives complement 
each other very well, Katherine says. While ACE 
Communities offers leadership coaching and 
mentoring, ChooseWell provides tools and ideas 
for connecting with businesses and other agencies 
in town. “It gives you motivation to get something 
started.” 

Camrose in Brief

Population 17,236 

Location 100 km southeast of 
Edmonton on Hwy 13 

ChooseWell Team Alberta Health Services 

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities

Top Tip Draw people downtown to 
be active for an economy-
boosting win-win

Contact Katherine.Gagnon2@
albertahealthservices.ca, 
780-679-3156

Camrose also launched a Mirror Lake Walking 
Program to encourage use of its community trail 
system, which incorporates a lake in the centre of 
town. Kicked off July 14 along with the Camrose 
ChooseWell campaign, the program offers 
coupons and discounts to downtown businesses 
for reaching milestone distances. Building on 
a successful wintertime Duggan Mall Walking 
Program, walkers were invited to register at the 
City of Camrose office and track their distance on 
lap cards. Just 17 of the many people who use the 
trails registered for the program, far fewer than the 
mall walking program attracts. The team hopes to 
up that number next year, in part by moving the 
registration table closer to the trail system.

“Our aim is to increase walking traffic and business 
in the downtown core. We thought it was a great 
way to partner with businesses and better serve 
community residents.”

Katherine Gagnon 
Camrose 

City staff became the focus of the 21 Days to 
Healthy Eating initiative in Camrose. “The city 
is one of our largest employers, so it’s a good 
opportunity to connect with people and families,” 
Katherine says. The Camrose Healthy Lifestyle 
Coalition had already worked with the city on a 
workplace wellness policy and program that helps 
fund employee access to healthy activities. Through 
the city’s human resources department, all staff 



“It is fantastic to see the youth in our community 
back in the pool!” That’s Aquatic Supervisor Fiona 
Nanke’s first response when asked to reflect on 
healthy living successes in Didsbury. 

The Didsbury Aquatic Centre has always had a 
summer swim club, but it’s against the rules for 
them to compete on a swim team in winter. Red 
Cross lessons, despite their excellence, weren’t 
pulling teens into the pool either. So Fiona and the 
lifeguards asked teens and their coach what would. 
“Water sports,” they were told. A senior lifeguard 
offered to take that challenge on, the Town found 
some money for water polo nets and balls, and now 
kids are having a blast. Besides water polo, they’re 
trying out underwater hockey, boogie boarding – 
even synchronized swimming when no guys show 
up. And all those Red Cross swimming skills are 
being slipped in with the fun, so kids are learning 
fundamental skills after all.

The response has been phenomenal, Fiona says. 
“We went from having maybe two to six teenagers using 
our facility on a weekly basis to 30 showing up for this 
program twice a week.” When kids as young as 8 
wanted to get in on the action, the group split into 
two time slots to give the shorter set a fighting 
chance. 

Why is it working? “I think it is the balance between 
having something fun for them to do and an 
individual who is full of energy and loves being 
there,” Fiona says. “Plus the program is drop-in 
rather than a course you have to attend. Kids are 
super busy, so making it really flexible is the key.”

DIDSBURY

“I think the biggest issue all facilities face is 
engaging the youth of the community. What worked 
in the past may not work now and may never work 
again. Planning and carrying out an activity that is 
healthy and engaging while getting more youth into 
your facilities is a huge undertaking.”

Fiona Nanke 
Didsbury

That success is part of a bigger story, Fiona adds 
– a more flexible attitude about pulling people into 
being active. Adults are benefitting, too. Evening 
pool schedules have been juggled so that either an 
aquafit or and aqualite class runs at the same time 
every weekday morning, with the same instructor. 
Participation has more than doubled, with swarms 
of people on deck every morning, itching to get into 
the water, Fiona says. “They have nothing but great 
things to say and love the consistency in time and 
instructor.”

Didsbury also extended its reach with several 
free events that hold promise to become annual 
traditions. A bike race attracted 50 people of all 
ages for a 5-km loop they could choose to do 
twice, with prizes courtesy of a local gym. A fun run 
brought out a hardy dozen and then some, despite 
soggy weather. A free swim featured just-for-fun 
competitions and prizes. A skate took folks inside 
the arena in early fall to celebrate the return of the 
ice with relays, cocoa, music and fun. 

SOUTH

Didsbury creates healthy opportunities, wet and dry 
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Didsbury in Brief

Population 4,957 

Location Halfway between Calgary and 
Red Deer, in the foothills of 
the Rockies

ChooseWell Team Town of Didsbury

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities

Top Tip Don’t let low participation 
stop you from creating more 
community events; you are 
still making a difference in 
some people’s lives

Contact fnanke@didsbury.ca, 403-
335-7369

In each case, ChooseWell information and prizes 
expanded what could be done within the Town’s 
budget. The brand also proved a good marketing 
tool, Fiona says. “When Choosewell was around 
before, our community won an award. So people 
knew about it – we used that as promotion.”

As a first-time ChooseWell Champion, Fiona made 
a conscious decision to focus on fitness in 2011 
rather than spread her efforts too thin. Even 
so, healthy eating made its way into Didsbury’s 
daycamps. “We brought in all those handouts for 
planning healthy meals with families, and kids 
were required to choose healthy snacks first,” 
Fiona says. “Now the kids love apples, and they eat 
granola bars, too.”



NORTH

Hinton sees success in encouraging healthy eating

HINTON

In Hinton, folks are on the go. Taking advantage of 
their fortunate location, they head out to the hills 
(or mountains or lakes or rivers) any chance they 
get. That adds to the challenge of drawing a critical 
mass into activities, says Recreation Coordinator 
Stacey Gross. 

So when Stacey teamed up with Alberta Health 
Services’ Carol Tesky to launch ChooseWell’s 
21 Days to Healthy Eating Challenge, it wasn’t 
surprising that just 10 families signed on. But many 
more picked up recipes and tips from displays at 
Hinton’s two IGAs and the local recreation centre, 
which focused on a different theme each week. 
“They might not take that two minutes to actually 
register, but they were getting the information,” 
Stacey says. “Knowing you may be making some 
kind of change in someone’s lifestyle is worth it.”

“Family meals not only improve communication 
and school performance; studies have shown that 
eating together also helps decrease the prevalence 
of eating disorders, obesity and substance abuse.”

Stacey Gross 
Hinton

As an added benefit, Stacey has since worked 
with her AHS counterparts on other campaigns, 
including Winter Walk Day in February. 

Besides urging other families to adopt new habits 
(such as pulling kids into the kitchen to cook 
one day a week), Stacey set a personal goal of 
incorporating more fruits, vegetables, beans and 
other meat alternatives into her own cooking. “As 
a mom of a very picky eater, doing the research 
taught me a lot also about how to get my son to 
eat better,” she says. “I found so many recipes and 
ideas and learned how to cook with ingredients 
that seemed foreign to me. So it was an eye opener 
for me, too.”

Building on the healthy eating theme, Emerald 
Tofte and Danielle Pagely, coordinators of 
Hinton’s 2011 Summer Discovery Camp, invited 
a nutritionist to introduce such healthy yet tasty 
snack options as pita dip and angel food cake with 
fruit. “They did some food crafts too, so kids got to 
play with food a bit before they ate it,” Stacey says.

The Hinton Youth Centre is also doing its part, 
offering a cooking night once a week for ages 
13 to 17. By making stew, smoothies and other 
dishes, they are experiencing the benefits of eating 
healthier.
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SOUTH

Ponoka youth go the distance

The first ever Ponoka Youth Triathlon on June 19 
saw 120 youth 6 to 18 years of age swim, bike and 
run. The triathlon had six different categories of 
varying distances, according to age.

Tamara Huzar, recreation clerk at the Ponoka 
Aquaplex and the town liaison on the Community’s 
ChooseWell team, gives RCMP officer Cameron 
Chisholm credit for spearheading the idea. “It 
quickly became a community effort, so ended up 
being free for participants,” Huzar says. The RCMP 
along with Town of Ponoka Fire Department, Public 
Works and Aquaplex staff, Tim Hortons, Primary 
Care Network, Rotary Club, FCSS and many other 
local businesses and volunteers were involved. 

Huzar took the opportunity to put ChooseWell in 
the mix. A local dietician wrote an article for the 
Ponoka News, geared toward the participants, 
that encouraged healthy eating. Healthy snacks, 
donated through sponsors of the race, were offered 
at the finish line. A ChooseWell display was located 
in a prime spot so that parents, participants, 
volunteers and spectators would check it out. One 
of the pieces of literature available was the Alberta 
Recreation and Parks Association resource “101 
Active Things To Do In The Month of June,” which 
is Recreation and Parks Month. Huzar also created 
three gift baskets with “ChooseWell Swag,” a hat 
and swim goggles and swim passes for door prizes.

The triathlon was very successful and Huzar 
reports that the 17- and 18-year-olds are asking for 
the opportunity to do it again with longer distances. 
“We’re hoping to make it bigger and better this 
year.”

Having moved into the recreation coordinator job 
just as ChooseWell was gearing up, Stacey recalls 
wondering at first whether healthy eating initiatives 
belonged on her desk. “But the more I’ve done it, 
the clearer the reasons are,” she says. “And the 
ChooseWell staff was very helpful. They said it 
doesn’t have to be a huge time-consuming project; 
you just need to think in a new way about what 
you’re offering already.”

Thoroughly convinced, Stacey is laying plans to lead 
cooking sessions with kids in after school programs 
as a way of promoting young chef programs that 
didn’t run last year due to low enrolment. Especially 
intriguing is an “around the world” series featuring 
volunteers who will teach kids how to cook 
signature dishes from their homelands. 

As for next year? “I’d love to see Hinton do the Iron 
Chef challenge,” Stacey says. “We don’t have a 
kitchen big enough, but a community kitchen just 
started; maybe they’ll share with me.”

Hinton in Brief

Population 9,825

Location 81 km northeast of Jasper 
and 284 km west of 
Edmonton on the Yellowhead

ChooseWell Team Town of Hinton 

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities

Top Tip When you sit down for supper 
together, ask each person in 
your family to share their best 
and worst moment of the day

Contact sgross@hinton.ca,  
780-865-6064

PONOKA



ChooseWell promotion didn’t end there. In 
September, Huzar set up a table at the mass 
registration night for all the local clubs and sports 
to introduce 21 Days to Healthy Eating. “I always 
like to stand in front of my booth or table of 
information to interact with the people coming by,” 
she says. “I draw families into a discussion of how 
they are already healthy and active, and let them 
recognize what they are doing right and how they 
can build on good habits.

Sobeys IGA also participated in the healthy eating 
campaign by handing out the log book at their 
Customer Service counter.

One change for the community in the area of active 
living and healthy eating that Huzar considers 
significant happened more by chance than by 
design. High School construction resulted in the 
closure of the cafeteria. “This forced more kids 
to take a lunch from home and gather in small 
groups instead of spending money on fast food and 
missing the interaction over lunch.”

Ponoka in Brief

Population 6,773

Location Junction of Highway 2A and 
Highway 53

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities

Top Tip Build on events that are 
already happening in your 
community.
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Spring Lake in Brief

Population 533

Location Located on the eastern shore 
of Spring Lake, 40 km west 
of Edmonton

ChooseWell Team Village of Spring Lake

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities

Top Tip Use community bulletin 
boards and the internet to 
promote events.

Contact villageoffice@
springlakealberta.com

NORTH

Spring Lake residents “Choose Well”  
at picnic

Opportunities to promote healthy eating and 
active living are few in the Village of Spring Lake, 
but Sandi Gillespie does what she can to educate 
residents.

“We are a bedroom community,” the village 
assistant administrator explains. “This is where 
people sleep; they don’t stay here to do activities.” 
She goes on to say Spring Lake doesn’t have 
businesses or public facilities, other than the 
village office, where they can distribute information. 

“We post what we can on the web site and use the 
bulletin boards located at all the mail boxes spread 
out around the village,” she says. “More and more 
people are using the Internet, so it’s become a 
good way to communicate.” 

The annual Canada Day picnic is the one event 
when the residents of Spring Lake gather. Tents 
and picnic tables are set up in the outdoor skating 
rink behind the village office. A live band and face 
painting contribute to the festive atmosphere. 
Councillors barbecue hot-dogs and hamburgers. In 
the summer of 2011, over 250 people from infants 
to seniors attended. 

“We had a ChooseWell table and volunteers 
handed out information to all picnic goers,” 
Gillespie reports. “The supplies we had on hand 
from ChooseWell went fast. The recipe cards and 
booklets were great.” 

SPRING LAKE



NORTH

Vermilion builds a dynamic health coalition

VERMILION

A dedicated committee has taken Communities 
ChooseWell to the streets in Vermilion, earning a 
Creating Healthy Opportunities award as well as 
funding for barrier-busting with Teens and Tweens. 
An initial get-acquainted meeting with Alberta 
Health Services staff started the ball rolling, recalls 
Shawn Bell, then newly installed as Director of 
Community Services with the Town of Vermilion. 
“ChooseWell happened to fit right in to what we 
wanted to do together.” Local schools and the Be 
Fit For Life Centre also came aboard, forming a 
dynamic working group.

“It’s easy to sit as a committee and not actually 
have any outcomes. We wanted to make sure this 
is a do group – plan and do. We felt like somebody 
had to.”

Shawn Bell 
Vermilion

Initially, the committee concentrated on injecting 
healthy choices into existing happenings. They 
planned a Flash Mob during a local school 
assembly; organized a free fruit smoothie bar, 
street hockey and beach volleyball during Canada 
Day celebrations; promoted healthy food (water, 
milk and popcorn) during Movie-in-the-Park; 
encouraged healthy eating at day camps; handed 
out Frisbees, cookbooks, magazines, traffic safety 
items (and no candy) during the town parade; 
staffed a booth at the Vermilion Agricultural Fair.  

Soon the group began tackling larger projects, 
focusing particularly on youth and families. They 
promoted ChooseWell’s 21 Days to Healthy Eating 
Challenge at local schools, purchasing $200 in 
Subway coupons and Co-op gift cards to encourage 
local families to be involved. With Teens and 

Tweens funding, they organized MOVE-vember 
to give kids active outlets during Professional 
Development days: free family swims, free shinny 
hockey, free bowling and free access to the 
Lakeland College gymnasium. As the ChooseWell 
season ended, they began planning a Family Day 
event at the local provincial park, drawing in the 
park’s conservation officer as a new recruit.  

“Nothing we did was super personnel intensive,” 
Shawn notes. “All the locations we used have their 
own facilities and staff and programs – but not the 
level of promotion we were able to provide.” Making 
things free also proved a draw. “As we did more 
events, more kids came out, and families – so we 
gained momentum in that regard.” 

Committee members also visited schools to ask 
children and youth what keeps them from being 
active and what they’d like to do. Shawn was 
struck by their level of interest in being active. 
“After working in schools for 12 years, I tend to 
think maybe fitness and being healthy is way down 
on their priority list, but it’s actually not. That was 
surprising and good to hear.” For example, some 
expressed interest in having healthier choices in 
vending machines, challenging both the school and 
the town to take action.

The committee supported student-led initiatives 
already underway in schools through VIBE 
(Vermilion is Being Empowered), a multidisciplinary 
project that promotes healthy behaviours as a way 
of warding off addictions and mental health issues 
in children and youth. As part of this three-year 
initiative, all three Vermilion schools have a full-
time coach.  
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“By supporting and following through on student-
led initiatives, we can demonstrate the power 
children and youth have to take ownership of their 
own health needs, building community capacity 
that will be sustained into adulthood.”

Shawn Bell 
Vermilion 

Knowing that its work is not done, the committee 
formed the Vermilion Wellness Coalition with 
the aim of drawing in an even larger network 
of partners. “Everybody at the table now is 
committed to maintaining and supporting health 
and nutrition throughout the year,” Shawn says. 
“We want to help people make good choices and 
build positive lifestyle habits that will derail the 
trend to increasing childhood obesity. We have 
the resources – at least the people resources – to 
move forward.”  

ChooseWell was quite effective in providing 
the initial push Vermilion needed to get rolling, 
Shawn says. “I think their intention was to get 
likeminded groups together for health promotion in 
communities, and that has certainly worked for us.” 

Continued funding would be an asset, he added. 
“Some of the things we’re doing now required 
some funding, and that will continue. The fact the 
group is committed is important; it would be nice 
to have support.”

Vermilion in Brief

Population 4,472 

Location About 60 km west of the 
Saskatchewan border on the 
Yellowhead Hwy

ChooseWell Team Town of Vermilion, Alberta 
Health Services, local 
schools, VIBE, Be Fit For Life 
Centre – and growing

Recognition Creating Healthy 
Opportunities 

Top Tip Enlist health champions from 
area schools

Contact sbell@vermilion.ca; 780-581-
2406



going to the playground, doing obstacle courses 
and hiking through the wilderness park,” O’Connor 
reports. A Last Swim of the Season saw free 
admission to the pool for the entire community. 

FCSS also organized A Do-It-Yourself Bike Mechanic 
session. Ascent Cycle provided a bike mechanic to 
talk to individuals about their own bike problems. 
Parts were purchased for a Bike Refurbish Program 
and volunteers repaired bikes collected through 
Protective Services. “We are in the process of 
getting the bikes out to the children who need 
them,” O’Connor says.

A smoothie challenge was held in partnership 
with the culinary arts teacher at the Local High 
school, the Teen Kitchen Coordinator, FCSS and 
“three brave judges” – the editor of the local 
paper, the school janitor and one of the teacher 
assistants. Participants chose from five healthy 
items to make their own personal concoction for 
the judges to sample. Smoothies were judged on 
name, presentation and taste. The winners were 
celebrated in the local newspaper and the recipe 
and nutritional facts published.

“We purchased an industrial blender for the high 
school so they can make their own smoothies as a 
healthy alternative,” O’Connor says.   

Fort MacLeod’s Family and Community Support 
Services coordinator went the extra mile to 
promote healthy eating. Dressed in a pea pod 
costume, Angie O’Connor visited the Library, the 
Kids Summer Camp, the Community Awareness 
Market and Farmers Market, handing out pea pods 
for people to eat. “It was a fun, quick way to get 
people thinking of trying peas,” she says, laughing 
at the memory.

A sense of play permeated many of the activities 
funded through Fort MacLeod’s $2,000 
ChooseWell grant. “Although the programs were 
targeted at teens and tweens, the impact rippled 
out to the whole community,” O’Connor reports; 
after all, everyone likes to have fun. “We tried a 
variety of things, and spread the money as far as it 
would go.” 

The After School Program participated in a Bench 
Challenge to walk around the town and find the 
location of 17 different benches that had been 
photographed. Adults in the community took part 
as well. Those who identified the correct location of 
each bench could enter to win a prize. 

Healthy snack options, recipe books, pamphlets 
and tip cards were provided at the Summer Kids 
Camps, and participants received water bottles 
and beach balls as prizes. “Physical activity was 
encouraged through many different activities 
throughout the day camps such as swimming, 

Building Community Capacity
Communities were encouraged to increase the reach and scope of their efforts by creating partnerships with 
other groups both inside and outside their communities, including schools, government departments, health 
professionals and others that have an interest in creating a healthier community. They also were encouraged 
to build relationships with counterparts in other ChooseWell communities. 

FORT MACLEOD

SOUTH

Fort MacLeod reports sightings of giant pea pod 
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FCSS also hosted a Basketball camp for youth, 
with two members of the University of Lethbridge 
Pronghorns men's basketball team teaching skills. 
Each participant who attended enjoyed snacks 
and went home with a water bottle as well as the 
basketball used during the day. “The youth were so 
surprised when I said to put their names on the ball 
when they arrived,” O’Connor reports. Later they 
had the Pronghorns autograph their ball. It was 
win-win all around.

“The parents commented on how great the day was 
and what a super opportunity for their children,” 
O’Connor says. “The Pronghorns commented on 
how much fun they had teaching the skills they had 
learned to others.”  

“Throughout the whole process of applying for the 
funding, delivering the programs and reporting on 
the results, there have been many opportunities to 
build community resources through partnerships,” 
O’Connor reports.  “ChooseWell assisted us 
in enhancing our programming for the whole 
community.”

Fort MacLeod in Brief 

Population 3,117

Location Intersection of Highway 2 and 
Highway 3 on the Oldman 
River

ChooseWell Team Fort MacLeod and District 
Family and Community 
Support Services

Recognition Southern Alberta:

Building Community Capacity

Top Tip Try different things to see 
what works. What works in 
one community might not 
work in another.

Contact fcss@fortmacleod.com
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Leduc applies research to heart-healthy life

LEDUC

Healthy Hearts Leduc offers proof that research 
truly can effect change. A seven-year University of 
Alberta research project to track physical activity 
levels in Black Gold Regional Schools provided 
the impetus for this action group, which involves 
public and private school districts, the University of 
Alberta, Alberta Health Services (AHS), the City of 
Leduc, Leduc County and many other community 
partners. 

Building on baseline data provided by the research, 
the group’s focus has broadened beyond students 
to encompass all ages and stages, says Rachel 
Yeung, Leduc Community Development Coordinator 
for Recreation and Leduc’s ChooseWell Champion. 
“It’s a big regional partnership to create a more 
active and healthy community.”

Host of the 2011 Communities ChooseWell 
Provincial Relaunch in April 2011, Leduc finds that 
the initiative validates the good things happening 
here, Rachel says. “The biggest thing for us is 
reinforcement that we’re not the only community 
starting collaborations, that it’s province-wide. It’s 
a portal for us to share what we’re doing and gain 
information from others doing the same thing.” 

Leduc’s annual Rock the Rails event demonstrates 
the value of extending collaboration to youth. 
Attracting as many as a thousand to the city’s 
skateboard park, Rock the Rails is a one-evening 
blitz involving skateboard and BMX competitions, 
battle of the bands, a resource fair and more. 
Leduc also salutes International Go Skateboarding 
Day, June 21, with games and competition plus 
snacks for refueling – healthy ones, of course. 

“Youth want activities. People constantly say youth 
are not active, but if you ask them what they want 
and actually work with them, it always creates a 
successful event.”

Rachel Yeung 
Leduc

All municipally hosted events feature healthy 
menus with options such as fruit, veggies, 
nutritious buns, and water or juice rather than 
pop. Those include the annual Mayor’s Recreation 
for Life Foundation Walk/Run, which mixes the 
fleet feet of the Leduc Running Club with the more 
leisurely Leduc Senior Citizens Club for an all-ages 
fundraiser. Leduc’s new multiuse recreation centre 
also offers nutritious options rather than high fat, 
salty snacks.

Joining the growing “green gym” movement, in 
August Leduc opened an outdoor fitness park. 
Located along a major multiway path, it was a 
busy place until cold weather hit, attracting hard 
core boot camps, seniors out for a stroll and 
many others. The municipality also promotes 
physical activity by encouraging community groups 
to highlight the Alberta Recreation and Park 
Association’s June is Recreation and Parks Month 
campaign. “It’s a reminder as the school year is 
ending to get out and active as we’re getting into 
the summer months,” Rachel says.

With schools, Healthy Hearts Leduc is working 
to build Alberta’s new Nutrition Guidelines for 
Children and Youth into curriculum. Having AHS 
Healthy Eating Active Living Facilitator Judy 
Newman at the table is proving especially valuable, 
Rachel says. “We have a direct link through her to 
any nutritional guidelines coming down the pipe.” 
Many area schools have onsite health champions 
and are incorporating “choose more often” foods 
into their snack options. A few have entirely shifted 
cafeteria menus to eliminate “choose least often” 
items.
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Leduc also took advantage of ChooseWell’s 21 
Days to Healthy Eating campaign, promoting it 
mainly to schools and municipal employees. The 45 
people who signed on were automatically entered 
in a draw for six $50 Sobeys gift certificates. “For 
us, the point is not whether you finished or failed 
but that you’re actually attempting to change your 
ways and become healthier,” Rachel notes. 

A reflection by participant Marissa Piva illustrates 
the power of committing 21 days to new habits: 
“Without the incentive of the challenge, I probably 
would have taken the ‘easy’ way out and let my 
kids eat without me. I’m glad I didn’t. There are 
still meals that we miss eating together but on 
the whole, meal time is a family affair and an 
opportunity to reconnect with each other and share 
our lives together. Not to mention that I have better 
control over how much ketchup they are putting on 
their food ;).”

Leduc in Brief

Population 24,139

Location 14 km south of Edmonton on 
the QE2 

ChooseWell Team City of Leduc and other 
members of Healthy Hearts 
Leduc

Recognition Building Community Capacity

Top Tip Invite youth to the table; you 
may be surprised how active 
they want to be

Contact ryeung@leduc.ca, 780-980-
8441
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ChooseWell takes on Tofield, Ryley and Holden

TOFIELD

No age group is ignored in Jonathon Brindza’s 
campaign to encourage the people of Tofield, Ryley 
and Holden to get involved in healthy eating and 
exercise. Brindza is the Marketing and Promotions 
Manager for the Ryley Economic Development 
Society, and is building partnerships with the 
Holden Economic Development Society and 
the Tofield Chamber of Commerce. “I try to tie 
ChooseWell into every town event,” he says.

Brindza is trying to start a regional campaign, 
but finds working with the three counties has its 
challenges. “Nobody has the time,” he says, “but 
you have to make the time. This is important.”

Business people made time for the Business 
Walk over the lunch hour. “We had 21 people 
walking 2 1/2 or 4 kilometres,” he says. Some got 
their families to walk with them after work. One 
family walked every single day. He implemented a 
program in the elementary and junior high schools 
with the 21 Days to Healthy Eating Challenge, 
as well as with local Women’s Groups, Seniors 
Clubs and local fitness groups.  The winner of the 
challenge received a basket of fresh and healthy 
snacks from the local IGA. “The Business Walk 
was such a success that, after the eight weeks, 
we still have people continuing to walk without the 
program running.”

Brindza has implemented a program in Tofield’s 
grade five and six classes and the grade seven 
class in Ryley, getting the students eating healthy 
lunches as an entire class. He also goes to their 
gym classes once a month to involve them in 
a random act of physical activity. He plans to 
continue working with these students as they move 
through the higher grades.

Jonathan also shows up at the Ryley pool to talk 
about healthy eating while participants are doing 
their aquasize and workout routines.

The Tofield Women’s Group, known informally as 
the “Giggling Gals,” exercise together and are given 
information on healthy eating in their Community 
Kitchen.

Jonathan is working with the Moms and Tots group 
in Ryley to organize Playtime in the Park.

Seniors in the Tofield Manor and the Sunshine Villa 
are playing Nintendo Wii to promote a healthy and 
active lifestyle. He plans to get the Seniors Drop 
in Centre (Ryley Sunshine Club) to offer physical 
activities as well. Brindza has full support from his 
organization, Ryley Economic Development Society 
(REDS), through a new committee that has been 
formed within the organization, known as the REDS 
Community Development Committee.

Tofield in Brief

Population 2,182

Location East of Edmonton on 
Highway 14

ChooseWell Team Ryley Economic 
Development Society

Recognition Building Community 
Capacity

Top Tip Get out there and get it 
done. Make the time. This is 
important.

Contact greenegates@live.com



57

SOUTH 

Trochu community leaders commit to wellness

TROCHU

Developing a wellness plan that addresses the 
needs of the whole community was the first 
step towards active living and healthy eating in 
Trochu. Mike O’Connor, coordinator of Trochu 
Neighbourhood Place, considers this the most 
significant change for his community. 

O’Connor initially worked on developing the 
plan with Christine Vokins and Michelle Volkart, 
of Alberta Health Services and Glen Berg, 
School Family Resource Worker. The wellness 
committee now consists of a town councillor, 
health professionals, community members 
including new Canadians, and a representative 

of the local church. “The Trochu Valley School 
Principal, Debbie Barkman, is very supportive and 
encouraging,” O’Connor says. “Community leaders 
are buying into the project and the plan is on its 
way to completion.” 

Concern over an increase in obesity among school 
students, and in particular in New Canadians, 
was expressed in a meeting between the school’s 
Family Resource Worker, two Alberta Health 
Services professionals and Neighbourhood Place. 
“Ten or eleven per cent of Trochu school kids are 
overweight,” O’Connor reports. “Poor eating habits 
put children at risk for future health issues.”



Changing a community’s habits takes time. “We 
are only a small rural community and look to the 
future and long-term results rather than single 
one-time annual events.” O’Connor is hopeful that 
a movement towards creating community pride and 
a standard of wellness is underway. 

Trochu in Brief

Population 1,072

Location In Kneehill County at the 
junction of Highway 21 and 
Highway 585

ChooseWell Team Health professionals, Trochu 
town councillor, community 
members and Trochu Valley 
School

Recognition Building Community Capacity

Top Tip Reach the children and the 
parents will follow.

Contact christine.vokins@
albertahealthservices.ca

Reaching the children with messages about active 
living and healthy eating is key to changing eating 
and exercise habits in the community, O’Connor 
believes. “It’s easier to redirect children; they are 
more malleable,” he says. “Children are a lever to 
move the parents.”  He quotes Frederick Douglass, 
a former black slave, in saying “it is always easier 
to build strong children than to repair broken men.” 
O’Connor adds that if we can instill change in our 
children today, they will change the future.

Information on the 21 Days to Healthy Living 
challenge was given out through the schools and 
the community. Five families registered and one 
won a Family Nintendo Wii package. ChooseWell 
information was also given out in two booth 
displays and a banner was erected on Main Street 
to advertise healthy eating and activities.

As another ChooseWell initiative, Trochu 
Neighbourhood Place requested money from 
Kneehill County to build raised-bed gardens 
for seniors in the community. These would be 
incorporated into the Community Gardens they are 
organizing this year. The grant has been approved 
for $1,321.00 to build the six raised beds, 4x4x3 
feet high, according to O’Connor. “We can lower the 
beds to two feet for those in wheelchairs.”
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Overall High Achievers

BUCK MOUNTAIN

For Grade 7 to 12 Kids at Buck Mountain Central, 
the trip to school can take as long an hour and 
a half. Even those who grab a bit to eat before 
leaving home tend to arrive hungry and lethargic, 
says teacher Erin Klatt, the school’s ChooseWell 
Champion. Now those kids can walk into class 
alert and ready to think, thanks to a full breakfast 
that consistently includes at least three of the four 
essential food groups.

The impact is remarkable, Erin says. “When you 
see them first come in off the buses, they’re still 
half asleep and not ready for anything. After a bite 
to eat, they’re ready to go. And their attention span 
is so much better.” 

In past years, the school addressed those early 
morning hungries by setting a cart in the common 
area with fruit and a few other grab-and-go items. 
“It was hit and miss, and we wanted to do better,” 
Erin says. After researching various options, the 
school signed up with Breakfast Clubs of Canada 
for three years. In return for providing a nutritious 

NORTH 

Buck Mountain kids head to class with fuel for the brain
breakfast covering at least three food groups every 
school day, they received a refrigerator, freezer, 
industrial toaster and $2,000 a year.  It costs 
about $600 a month to feed the 50 or so kids who 
come on a typical day, so Erin has tapped local 
donors as well, including the oilfield company Penn 
West. This year, the school is also using $2,000 
won from Communities ChooseWell as an Overall 
High Achiever to keep the breakfast club in the 
black.

Students help dream up breakfast menus. Typical 
offerings include French toast, fruit slices and 
juice; parfaits featuring yogurt, granola and fruit; 
mini breakfast pizzas. Erin and a few colleagues 
set up and clean up after the daily event, which 
attracts a steady stream to the home economics 
classroom. “Some of the Grade 7s especially won’t 
even stop at their lockers; they go straight to the 
home ec room for breakfast.” 



Already serving as Health Champion within the 
school, Erin says she was quick to sign on to 
ChooseWell when a parent brought it to her 
attention. “It gives us that extra little kick in the 
butt.”  

Very few Communities ChooseWell champions 
across Alberta are based at schools, but Erin says 
it’s a perfect fit. “Really, the school is a foundation 
for a community,” she says. “A lot of stuff that 
happens is based at the school, and the kids are 
the ones who keep even their parents involved. So 
if we reach kids, we will reach the whole family.”

Buck Mountain Central School in Brief

Population 170 students, Grades 7 to 12 

Location About 102 km west of 
Wetaskiwin on Hwy 13  

ChooseWell Team Buck Mountain Central School 

Recognition Overall High Achiever 
Building Community Capacity

Top Tip Schools are great bases for 
helping communities choose 
well

Contact klatte@wrps.ab.ca; 780-388-
3900

ChooseWell resources are proving useful not only 
in planning nutritious breakfasts but in augmenting 
the school’s health curriculum. The program’s 
emphasis on community engagement also 
prompted Erin to launch adult volleyball one night a 
week, alternating between Tuesday and Thursday, 6 
to 7:30 p.m. Open to any adult community member, 
it’s attracting an evolving group of about 10 each 
week. “Getting to know parents outside of parent-
teacher interviews has all sorts of social benefits,” 
she notes. “You can call up and say your kid is 
doing this again, and they’re right on it.” 

An outdoor education instructor and team coach 
who teaches some language arts to “take a break 
from life in the gym,” Erin is also instrumental in 
the growth of an after-school fitness club. One team 
nurtured by the club recently signed on to an ultra-
marathon relay. The club has also dipped into such 
sports as yoga, dancing, badminton, cross country 
skiing and cycling. 

Along the way, Erin has become adept at reeling 
in equipment – canoes, snowshoes, cross country 
skis, even a class set of bikes. The Alberta Sport, 
Recreation Parks & Wildlife Foundation has been 
among the school’s repeat supporters, she says. 
“My minor should have been grant writing.”  
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teens heading off for education or jobs) as well as 
biographies of the young authors. The cookbook 
is raising funds that go directly to the Claresholm 
Teen Centre. 

Making healthy choices is not always easy in 
a small community, Johnson notes. “We have 
an arena, but many families cannot afford the 
expense of hockey. And our schools are surrounded 
by fast-food outlets.”  In that context, ChooseWell 
fits within a larger bundle of initiatives aimed at 
encouraging healthy choices. For example, FCSS 
teamed up with the local Health Coalition and 
Fire Department to launch an eight-week fitness 
challenge in 2011 that attracted 52 teams of four. 
Next summer, Johnson hopes to draw ChooseWell 
resources into the mix and entice even more 
citizens to take up the challenge. 

Claresholm in Brief

Population 4,250 in Claresholm, Stavely 
and Granum plus rural 
neighbours 

Location On QE2, 104 km south of 
Calgary and 90 km northwest 
of Lethbridge, “where the 
wheatlands meet the range”

ChooseWell Team Claresholm and District 
Family and Community 
Support Services  

Recognition Overall High Achiever  
Reducing Barriers to Healthy 
Living for Tweens and Teens

Top Tip Getting people involved 
requires fun and creativity. 
Curiosity will often draw 
people in.

Contact claresholmfcss@shaw.ca, 
403-625-4417

SOUTH

Claresholm brings a clown to town

Every Friday afternoon last summer, a wandering 
clown took the ChooseWell message to the streets 
of Claresholm, popping in and out of shops 
and agencies to promote upcoming activities. A 
favourite with the kids, the clown (played by Family 
and Community Support Services Outreach Worker 
Tammy Lorenz) also attracted media coverage, 
spreading the word to surrounding farms and 
ranches. 

The community’s ChooseWell participation kicked 
off in mid-June with another attention-grabber: a 
Flash Mob. An all-ages crowd gathered at a field 
outside the local high school to move to music – 
led by the clown, of course. The event was well 
worth the legwork needed to mobilize the masses, 
says FCSS Director Kristein Johnson. “It was a lot 
of fun.” 

Having just opened a Teen Centre in June (in space 
provided free by the Town of Claresholm), the FCSS 
team received $2,000 in ChooseWell seed funding 
to help launch a Teens and Tweens program. In 
September, girls 14 to 18 began gathering once a 
week for two hours around activities that boost self-
esteem, foster positive relationships and encourage 
healthy lifestyles. They’ve talked about teen dating 
and violence, learned some yoga, shopped and 
planned meals, enjoyed manicures and pedicures, 
created personal portfolios and more. Meeting 
at the teen centre rather than at school helps 
minimize any negative peer pressure, and a full-
page article in The Regional newspaper gave the 
group a public thumbs-up. Increasingly, the girls 
are trusting group leaders with their struggles and 
concerns. Planning is underway to begin a group 
for guys, perhaps using a program offered by the 
RCMP. 

The success of the town’s initiatives earned Overall 
High Achiever status – and another $2,000 in 
ChooseWell funding. Those dollars are helping 
to publish a cookbook with low-cost, nutritious, 
quick-to-make meals and how-to tips (great for 

CLARESHOLM
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Cold Lake uses networking to cook up a win

COLD LAKE

Kids in Cold Lake are working with a Red Seal Chef 
to create gourmet dishes in a new course that has 
eager young cooks coming back for more. Taste 
for Kids: Kitchen Basics with Melissa Willis weaves 
knife use and kitchen safety, diet and nutrition into 
lively three-hour sessions for 9- to 12-year-olds, 
capped off with a meal featuring such mouth-
watering delights as stuffed chicken breasts, 
vegetable kabobs and ham and cheese rollups. 

The menu is quite a step up from the usual 
kids’ learn-to-cook fare, notes Kerri Dixon, 
FCSS Programmer and Cold Lake’s ChooseWell 
Champion, who helped create an interactive 
workbook to accompany the course. “The kids are 
so proud; they can hardly wait to prepare the meal 
again for their family. We’ve even noticed they’re 
more willing to try ingredients they are unsure 
about simply because they are creating the meal 
themselves.” Some had never before touched raw 
chicken, she adds. “Now they know a bit more 
about where our food comes from and what it looks 
like before their parents put it on the table.”

By popular demand, Taste for Kids now has follow-
up sessions such as Love your Food and Sláinte 
(Health) to the Irish Cooks for graduates who 
already know how to use their knives. Meanwhile, 
FCSS is offering other programs such as the 
Junior First® LEGO® League, sponsored by OSUM, 
the current challenge of which is “Snack Attack,” 
learning the food chain from where snacks come 
from.

Kerri teamed up with the Air Force Association of 
Canada’s 784 Wing to launch a Chili Cook-Off. “We 
don’t have a commercial kitchen, but we really 
wanted to participate in the ChooseWell Iron Chef,” 
she says. Choosing chili as a way to incorporate 
locally grown beef and crockpots as a way to cook 
the food, she arranged for contestants to prepare 
their entries in the 784 Wing kitchen. Four chili-
filled crockpots, one per team, were stored in the 
kitchen’s refrigerator overnight, transported to 
the FCSS office the next morning and plugged in 
to simmer all day. That evening, the entries were 
judged by families during FCSS’s annual National 
Family Week Kick-Off Celebration. “We couldn’t 
have asked for four more different types of chili,” 
Kerri says. “In the end, it was a good delicious old 
standby that won.”

Cold Lake also benefited from a $500 early bird 
grant from ChooseWell, which the FCSS used to 
purchase dozens of ChooseWell skipping ropes. 
Kerri would arrange to drop in “unexpectedly” at 
schools and day camps for 15 minutes of skipping, 
challenging kids to make up ChooseWell rhymes 
with a skipping beat, then leave the ropes behind 
for the kids to keep. 

In other events, an amateur photo contest 
challenged people to catch others in a fitness or 
healthy eating act, and a local school used 21 
Days for Healthy Eating as part of its Grades 5 to 8 
health curriculum. 
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“I’d really like to thank the Communities 
ChooseWell staff for their support. This being my 
first year, I had a lot of questions and concerns, 
and the staff was really, really supportive. Very 
helpful – and so enthusiastic.”

Kerri Dixon 
Cold Lake

Cold Lake in Brief

Population 13,924

Location 300 km northeast of 
Edmonton, near the 
Saskatchewan border

ChooseWell Team FCSS Cold Lake, in 
collaboration with other 
agencies 

Recognition Overall High Achiever 

Top Tip Reach out to the community! 
Support for your activities will 
be found in surprising places

Contact kdixon@coldlake.com, 780-
594-4495 Ext 8027

In her first year as a ChooseWell Champion, 
Kerri made it her business to dovetail with other 
agencies already promoting healthy choices, such 
as Alberta Health Services and 4 Wing Cold Lake, 
the nearby Canadian Forces Base. A graduate of 
4 Wing’s popular Biggest Winner fitness program, 
she tapped its dynamic leader, Tovah Fenske, to 
teach a Healthy Menus for Busy Families course. 
Besides gleaning tips for making one night’s meat 
do double and triple duty, participants went home 
with nesting containers for convenient storage. 
That session is part of Be Well, Feel Swell, a series 
funded by the $2,000 Cold Lake received as a 
ChooseWell Overall High Achiever. Other topics in 
the series are Nutrition for your Child Athlete and 
Stress Busting, with more sessions to follow.

Kerri made sure to incorporate news from other 
agencies in her ChooseWell reports, to give a 
rounded picture of good things happening in 
the community. “We made a lot of headway with 
community partners, even in places we didn’t 
expect,” she says. “Communities ChooseWell 
has given me the occasion to network for healthy 
lifestyle initiatives, paving the way for collaboration 
on other community projects.”
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Cremona plants seeds, reaps a  
winning harvest

No one was more surprised than Cremona FCSS 
Director Tanya Shand when the Village of Cremona 
and nearby Water Valley received two ChooseWell 
awards in 2011. “We thought we were just a small 
community doing our own little thing,” Tanya says. 
“We didn’t expect to be recognized for it.”

When the invitation to join ChooseWell first hit her 
desk, Tanya saw it as a fitting challenge for Kate, 
who was volunteering with her as part of a Cape 
Breton University community studies course. “I’d 
already hired my usual summer programming staff, 
so I wanted a project for her to take on and make 
great,” she recalls.

Kate began by creating a ChooseWell Calendar 
with a unique physical activity or healthy eating 
tip each day of the summer, backed up by related 
resources. A typical entry: “Look for fresh onions, 
radishes, peas, kohlrabi, raspberries, and apricots 
at a local market.” Every Kindergarten to Grade 5 
child in the local school received a copy, along with 
a schedule of summer programs in Cremona and 
nearby communities.  

Cremona’s drop-in summer camp, offered three 
days a week from 9 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., is a true 
success story. Running for five years now, it 
attracted 300 kids ages 6 to 12 last summer, up 
from 50 the first year. Parents pay just $2.50 per 
child per day, with the bulk of the funding from the 
local recreation board. 

A four-week teen program, by contrast, attracted 
just 23 students in its first year out of the gate. 
“Things don’t really seem to take off fast in a small 
community,” Tanya says. “We’re hoping by next year 
the word will spread and attendance will be better.” 

CREMONA
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“We serve a very rural population, and the trick is to get 
people into town. It motivates you to make that program 
really worthwhile, so Dad and Mom want to drive in and 
their kid enjoys the day and wants to come back 
tomorrow.”

Tanya Shand 
Cremona 

Being in ChooseWell prodded Tanya and her 
entire staff to add more physical activity and 
healthy snacks into those summer programs. They 
purchased some unique equipment to add variety, 
made good use of a nearby nature trail and spent 
some rainy days in the local hockey arena (which 
has an artificial ice surface in winter) under a new 
arrangement with the Ag Society. Kids also enjoyed 
getting ChooseWell giveaways as prizes.

“All summer long, we only used the arena for 
maybe a week. So it wasn’t a whole lot, but it was 
still there when kids needed a place to run around 
and blow off steam without getting wet.”

Tanya Shand 
Cremona

Gardening was another ChooseWell initiative 
Kate dreamed up. “It started with herbs in pots 
and evolved into large raised planters behind our 
building,” Tanya says. “It was really great, except we 
forgot to calculate the growing season. Basically, 
all they got to see by August were radishes and tiny 
carrots.” Kids and staff did have fun decorating the 
planters, each painting a square for a whimsical 
patchwork quilt effect. 

Besides being named Overall High Achiever among 
tiny communities, Cremona and nearby Water 
Valley received a nod for Building Community 
Capacity. “We knew we had partnerships, but we 
didn’t think we had that many,” Tanya muses. 
Then she starts naming them off: with the school 
to distribute calendars; with local newsletters to 

publish articles promoting healthy choices; with 
a few teens to build raised planters; with a local 
farmer to add soil; with the Ag Society for use of the 
hockey arena; with the library to spend a morning 
a week with day camp participants. “Those to me 
were sort of logical connections,” she says, with 
typical small-town pluck. “It didn’t feel like we were 
going above and beyond.”

Tanya credits dynamic young leaders who have 
stuck with her for four summers. “This year, 
something just clicked and they were able to pull off 
amazing things and have the kids totally engaged,” 
she says. “It’s been great to see them grow and 
become more confident.”  

“I owe all of our success to my staff. I would just 
plant the idea, and they would take it and go.”

Tanya Shand 
Cremona

Cremona & Water Valley in Brief

Population 465 in Cremona, plus 2,500 
in the surrounding rural areas 
and hamlets

Location Cremona and Water Valley 
are about 60 km northwest 
of Calgary and about 14 km 
from each other 

ChooseWell Team Cremona FCSS

Recognition Overall High Achiever 
Building Community Capacity

Top Tip Believe in your youth/teens!  
A small group of the right kids 
can do amazing things in your 
community

Contact fcss@village.cremona.ab.ca, 
403-637-3731
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Grande Prairie’s success attributed to team work

GRANDE PRAIRIE

Community partnerships made all the difference 
to the success of Grande Prairie’s ChooseWell 
campaign. “Through Grande Prairie’s Get Active 
Network, we were able to take advantage of what 
was available throughout the city,” says Frances 
Russell, Health Promotion Facilitator. “With 
many organizations around the table, we had the 
resources needed to organize, plan and run large-
scale events.” 

One of those events was the Amazing Race on 
June 15 to highlight Municipal Government Day, 
encourage physical activity and promote the use 
of the City’s parks and recreation areas. The 
event involved a series of “Pit Stops” throughout 
Muskoseepi Park. Clues led participants to the 
correct destination. The first team to visit and 
complete the tests at all of the pit stops was 
announced as the winner. “Both the City Council 
and the public were invited to participate in this 
successful event,” Russell says. “We had a huge 
turnout and it was a really fun day – a big success.”

The event was also a way to create awareness 
about the Grande Prairie Get Active Network. This 
group of key stakeholders, working to promote 
physical activity in the community, was formed 
about three months prior to the start of this 
year’s Communities ChooseWell campaign. “The 
ChooseWell activities provided great direction for 
the network’s first year,” Russell notes. 

The Amazing Race was followed with the Iron 
Chef Challenge on July 23 in the parking lot of 
the Freson Brothers IGA. Six teams of adults and 
youth prepared entrées featuring local ingredients 
provided by the IGA. A local chef, registered 
dietician, alderman and environmental health 
inspector served as judges. “The inclusion of the 
inspector allowed the food to be served to the 
public,” Russell explains.

Freson Brothers IGA joined with Grande Prairie’s 
ChooseWell initiative to promote the 21 Days to 
Healthy Eating campaign in October. Samples of 
vegetarian chili were provided along with one-pot 
meal ideas. “We encouraged people to make meals 
at home,” Russell says.
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Near Christmas, a local dance troupe, Dance 
Connection, took shoppers by surprise at the local 
mall with a Flash Mob. The dance steps were also 
taught to local high school youth and public health 
unit staff, but most were too shy to participate 
in the actual Flash Mob, Russell says. “People 
thought it was great; they loved it.” 

A team wellness challenge, targeted towards 
workplaces, is planned for March. Groups of 12 are 
invited to participate in events such as floor hockey, 
curling, darts, basketball and zumba.

Funding of $2,000 from ChooseWell will be used by 
the Get Active Network to plan and organize future 
events, Russell reports. 

“In running these activities, the true value of what 
could be achieved when organizations with a 
variety of different strengths come together was 
realized,” Russell reports. “The enthusiasm of the 
group was energizing and kept us moving forward.”

Grande Prairie in Brief

Population 55,052

Location On Highway #43 on the 
southern edge of the Peace 
Region

ChooseWell Team Grande Prairie Get Active 
Network

Recognition Northern Alberta: 
Overall High Achievers

Top Tip Team work. We could not 
have achieved what we 
did individually. By working 
together we combined our 
individual strengths to create 
a fantastic final product. 

Contact frances.russell@
albertahealthservices.ca
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High River builds healthy habits with a three-month challenge

HIGH RIVER

Thanks to ChooseWell, High River has a new 
tradition: a free, annual, all-ages “GO2 Community 
Choosewell Challenge.” This three-month “spring 
tune-up” attracted nearly 200 participants in its 
inaugural year, including three Town Councillors. 
Using locally designed logbooks, challengers gave 
themselves checkmarks each day for getting eight 
hours of sleep, drinking six glasses of water, not 
adding salt to their food, exercising 30 minutes, 
doing good deeds and more. In return, they had a 
chance to win a $200 gift certificate to any store in 
High River. 

“We were trying to create healthy habits by 
reminding people these are things they should 
be doing and offering prizes at the end,” says 
Community Program Supervisor Cynthia Farrow. 
“Some folks lost weight, some increased their 
activity levels, some stated they just felt better and 
had more energy – and everybody had fun.” 

High River’s second annual GO2 Community 
ChooseWell Challenge runs a bit later in the year 
than the first – April to June, with prizes awarded 
during community Canada Day celebrations. A new 
component focuses on walking, coupled with thrice 
weekly walking groups along the town’s well-loved 
“Happy Trails.” Recently added information signs 
make it easy to calculate distances. 

A major asset in High River is the local Healthy 
Community Coalition, Caring Citizens Committed 
to Healthy Communities (4C), which devotes 
considerable energy to health education. The 

coalition hosts monthly Science in the Cinema 
sessions, pairing movies with guest speakers 
and written information on topics such as stroke, 
nutrition, autism and label reading. When the Rick 
Hansen tour came through town, for example, 
Science in the Cinema featured the movie Avatar 
coupled with a wheelchair user. Participants in 
the ChooseWell Challenge can earn points by 
attending either evening cinemas or their daytime 
counterpart, “Lunch and Learn.” 

Initiatives related to healthy and affordable food 
include “Big Cooks” and “Collective Kitchens,” in 
which residents cook several meals at once, as 
well as a community garden and a fresh food box 
program organized by the local Alliance Church.  

High River is fortunate to have an active Primary 
Care Network whose physicians know the 
importance of affordable activities. Thanks to their 
generosity, residents enjoy free weekly swimming 
and skating, both highly used. By next summer, 
the town will also have an outdoor gym featuring 
several exercise stations on rubber flooring, free for 
anyone to use.

To address the critical after-school hours, the 
town offers free drop-in sports April to June, 
when its small arena is free of ice. From 3:30 to 
5 p.m. each school day, kids of any age (parents 
included) have their choice of basketball, floor 
hockey, rollerblading and more – all free. Another 
popular offering is Family Sport Night, 45 minutes 
of one sport followed by 45 minutes of another. 
Each family pays just $25 for 10 weeks of fun and 
community interaction. 
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High River in Brief

Population 11,783

Location 37 km south of Calgary along 
the QE2, backdrop to several 
films

ChooseWell Team Town of High River, Alberta 
Health Services, Primary Care 
Network

Recognition Overall High Achiever 
Providing Health Education

Top Tip Collaboration and cooperation 
fuel the healthy living train 

Contact Community Services, 
CFarrow@highriver.ca, 403- 
603- 3502

Cynthia admits that High River was hesitant to join 
ChooseWell until the town hosted a ChooseWell 
forum and saw the dynamic team in action. “We 
realized they offer a really great support, as well 
as information and swag,” Cynthia says. “Even 
the recognition is huge. It keeps people going.” 
The community went on to earn both Overall 
High Achiever status and a salute for its health 
education initiatives. 

The local ChooseWell team became a familiar sight 
around town, Cynthia says. “When community 
events took place, we often had our ‘Physical 
Activity Spotters’ on patrol.  Their mission was to 
spot and recognize random acts of activity – and 
where there were none, they created some! Fun 
was our goal.”

“We are proud of all that we have accomplished 
and especially proud that we have done it in 
collaboration and in cooperation with community 
partners, agencies and citizens, working together 
to help make High River a healthy place to live, 
work and play.”

Cynthia Farrow 
High River
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Lethbridge plots a route to active living

Wise communities know that unless they agree 
on where they’re going, it’s impossible to know 
whether they’re heading in the right direction. 
Recognizing that, Lethbridge has created an Active 
Community Strategy that gives local agencies clear 
and agreed-upon goals, coupled with a route for 
moving forward. 

As one of ARPA’s original Active Communities, 
Lethbridge was able to access ACE Communities 
seed funding to write the plan. A cross-sectoral 
work group from health, sport, recreation and 
active living took up the challenge, hammering out 
four key active living goals:

• Promote active living

• Create a sustainable stakeholder network that 
engages community involvement in building 
initiatives and promoting active living

• Support a knowledge based community that 
has access to information on healthy active 
living

• Gain support from key governing bodies in 
promoting healthy active citizens

Behind all four goals lies a desire to increase active 
living opportunities for all citizens, says ChooseWell 
Champion Stephanie Wierl of the Lethbridge 
College Be Fit for Life Centre, who pulled together 
the writing team. “We’re really focusing on 
unstructured activities that can slip into any part of 
the day.”  

The plan links directly to both the new Active 
Alberta Policy and related Lethbridge plans. 
That’s essential, Stephanie says. “Because of our 
connections through the Be Fit For Life Network, we 
are aware that community plans will really need to 
be aligned in the future to receive funding.”

LETHBRIDGE

With the plan complete, the next challenge involves 
enticing a broad range of public and private 
agencies to integrate relevant aspects into their 
work, Stephanie adds. “We want to make sure 
this is not just another document that sits on 
somebody’s shelf.” 

Fortunately, the community has a history of health 
collaboration through the Healthy Communities 
Association of Lethbridge and Area (HCALA), which 
includes Alberta Health Services, Be Fit for Life, 
University of Lethbridge, Lethbridge Family Center 
and private business. It also helps that Stephanie 
pulled new energy onto the strategic planning team 
from the municipal parks department and the 
Lethbridge Sport Council.  

Even as that work was occurring, the Be Fit for Life 
Centre launched two successful summer camps, 
using ChooseWell resources to up the nutrition and 
activity quotient. Most exciting was Totally U G!RL 
for ages 8 to 12, which had gals on a waiting list to 
get in. After reflecting for a week on self esteem, 
body image, healthy eating (including a hands-on 
cooking demo), active living, art and culture, the 24 
participants used ChooseWell and other materials 
to put together posters illustrating what hit home 
for them. The very next Monday, the phone began 
ringing with families asking when the camp would 
run again. Next summer, it’ll be offered twice.  

A second camp, Move to Improve: Sport Start 
Camp, used Canadian Sport for Life principles 
to enhance physical literacy among children 
and youth. In the morning, participants learned 
FUNdamental Movement skills through games and 
activities; each afternoon, a volunteer from a local 
sport organization showcased skills specific to 
certain sports. “We had a small but mighty number, 
and it was quite exciting to see how much fun they 
had,” Stephanie says.
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Lethbridge in Brief

Population 87,882

Location 222 km south of Calgary 
and 107 km north of the U.S. 
border 

ChooseWell Team Lethbridge College Be Fit for 
Life Centre

Recognition Overall High Achiever

Top Tip Do not underestimate the 
power of cross-sectoral 
partnerships. At times it may 
be difficult to see benefits 
for all sectors involved, but 
ultimately the result is much 
stronger than working in 
silos.

Contact stephanie.wierl@
lethbridgecollege.ca, 403-
320-3202 Ext. 5379

After flying the ChooseWell banner over the years, 
the Lethbridge College Be Fit For Life Centre looks 
forward to teaming up with Lethbridge Recreation 
and Culture Development Manager Lori Harasem 
on 2012 ChooseWell initiatives.  It’s a positive 
outcome of working together on the Active Living 
Strategy and other recent projects, Stephanie 
says. Unlike many municipalities, Lethbridge offers 
limited programming, instead relying on community 
groups to offer opportunities in public facilities. 
“We have this great working relationship, so it’s 
that next logical step to see how ChooseWell 
can benefit from municipal expertise, space and 
resources.” 

“Over the years we’ve been involved with 
ChooseWell, I’ve really valued the support and 
information and expertise they provide. They’re 
always coming up with new initiatives and new 
ways to spin old classics, doing a really great job of 
keeping things fresh and different.”

Stephanie Wierl 
Lethbridge
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Manning gets a dose of magic elixir

Who wouldn’t want a dose of magic elixir? That’s 
what the ChooseWell team offered as they walked 
beside Alberta Health Services’ float in the Battle 
River Agricultural Rodeo Parade. In keeping with 
the parade’s Old West theme, the team outfitted 
a quad to look like a horse pulling a stagecoach 
– and handed out cards labeled “AHS Elixir.” The 
ingredients? Healthy eating and active living. 

The elixir went to the adults in the crowd, says 
Janine Gray, Health Promotion Facilitator with 
Manning Community Health Centre. “Usually 
people just toss out candy to the kids. We 
decided to engage the adults as well. People were 
surprised, but I think they had fun with it.” 

Plans to engage the younger set with a ChooseWell 
Challenge during Manning’s popular rodeo had to 
be shelved when the popular event was cancelled 
due to a deluge of rain. There’s always next year, 
Janine says. “Kids can get really bored at the rodeo 
– and filled up with junk food. This would give them 
a place to get out of the stands for some fun and 
exercise.” 

Another project near to Janine’s heart will add a 
walking trail outside Manning’s hospital. She looks 
forward to the day when long-term care residents 
and staff have somewhere other than a parking 
lot to catch some exercise and fresh air. The trail 
is a collaborative effort, with the Town of Manning 
covering expenses and Alberta Health Services 
providing the land. 

Manning’s one grocery store, an IGA, proved a 
valuable partner in introducing ChooseWell’s new 
21 Days to Healthy Eating challenge to Manning. 
Fifty families took log books home; just seven 
signed on to the challenge, but they weren’t 
alone in benefiting, Janine says. “I got a really big 
response on Facebook, and many phone calls. A 
number of people said they were already eating 
together as a family, but they did not know about 
the positive outcomes associated with doing that, 
such as increased communication and improved 
school performance.” 

MANNING
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Manning’s ChooseWell leaders now have the 
pleasant task of deciding how to use $4,500 prize 
dollars – $2,000 for being named Overall High 
Achiever among small northern communities, 
the other $2,500 as recipients of the 21 Days to 
Healthy Eating Community Prize. “I don’t often have 
a pot of actual money to do what I think is good for 
our community,” Janine says. “It’s a great feeling.”

Manning in Brief

Population 1,164 (Manning) plus 4,117 
(County of Northern Lights) 

Location Mile 49 of the Mackenzie 
Highway, 73 km northwest of 
Peace River

ChooseWell Team Alberta Health Services, 
Manning and District FCSS,  
County of Northern Lights, 
Town of Manning

Recognition Overall High Achiever  
Providing Health Education  

Top Tip Celebrate every success, no 
matter how big or small it is 

Contact janine.gray@
albertahealthservices.ca, 
780-836-7360

The event opened doors to future collaboration 
with the IGA, Janine adds. “Now communication 
flows between us regarding anything to do with 
healthy eating or health initiatives that IGA could 
possibly be part of.”

Manning’s small size can make it hard to build 
momentum around events, Janine notes. She 
sees the various ChooseWell challenges as 
opportunities to “promote initiatives as a whole as 
opposed to piecing things together.” Besides, she 
adds, “everybody loves a challenge.”

That said, some events needed to be adapted 
to fit the community. Unable to interest youth 
in teaming up with an adult for the ChooseWell 
Iron Chef Culinary Cook-Off, the event planners 
turned to three local home-based businesses 
(Epicure, Pampered Chef and Sunset Gourmet), 
who did a cook-off using baskets of healthy local 
produce. Held in early September at Manning 
Farmers Market, the event increased traffic for the 
market and gave everyone a chance to sample 
such mouth-watering dishes as bison roast with 
Saskatoon glaze. The County of Northern Lights 
Community Services Clerk Teresa Tupper is among 
the partners already laying plans for the next 
cook-off. Maybe chili would reel in the kids – and 
storefront business owners.    

Besides investing dollars, the county supports 
healthy choices through promotion. One excellent 
vehicle is the County of Northern Lights Newsletter, 
which Teresa edits. Each month, the newsletter 
features upcoming events – plus a County in Action 
section that includes a little man holding a sign 
suggesting a physical activity, such as “Take a walk 
through the wilderness.”
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Morinville uses ChooseWell to ramp up healthy choices

MORINVILLE

Wander down Morinville’s walking trail, and 
you’ll find new exercise equipment spaced along 
the way, coupled with signs on how to use each 
piece. Seeing the fit with ChooseWell principles, 
Town Council invested $80,000 for a dozen 
stations, not only along the walking trail but in 
Morinville’s splash park. Now parents can be 
active while their children are playing. A launch of 
the new equipment included a personal trainer 
demonstrating proper use of each piece, resources 
for making healthy choices and a Trail Bar to “make 
your own” trail mix. 

“ChooseWell helped us pull together what we were 
trying to work on and launch it as a full campaign 
rather than random bits. Plus it gave us the tools to 
say ‘here’s the reasoning behind it.’”

Melonie Dziwenka 
Morinville 

Next came a guided Nordic walking program, which 
attracted a full house of 24. When some walkers 
said they couldn’t afford the quality walking poles 
their instructor recommended, Melonie purchased 
25 poles and started a lending program that 
now includes exercise balls and other frequently 
requested items. Strollercise also finally took off 
along the trails after several unsuccessful tries. 
Both walking programs move in to the local culture 
centre when the weather turns. The ChooseWell 
team now plans to pay more attention to seniors, 
a perfect group to use the trails and poles during 
less-busy daytime hours. 

Expanded use of trails is just one way Morinville is 
ramping up local healthy choices. The number of 
exercise classes has skyrocketed, from just two to 
10 and climbing – all fully booked. Before, many 
residents were driving out of town to exercise, 
perhaps shopping and enrolling kids in sports 
elsewhere. Melonie credits aggressive marketing 
with a “stay local” focus, coupled with careful 
planning that takes the whole family into account. 
There’s now an adult program at the same time 
as after-school dodgeball, for example, and moms 

are welcome to take their sleeping babes along to 
power hour. “Instead of me just flipping a program 
out there to see what happens, we’re looking at 
how we can plan the whole package.” 

Case in point: an active living trade fair that 
launched in 2010 with sparse attendance attracted 
a fine crowd in 2011 with the addition of a sports 
swap and ChooseWell publicity. Ditching the usual 
coffee and cookies, Melonie offered hummus with 
oven baked Crunchmaster crackers (the only option 
on local shelves that didn’t list salt and sugar 
near the top of the ingredients) and skewered 
mini broccolini with cherry tomatoes and sliced 
cucumbers. To drink? Water with lemon wedges. 
Youth ponied up to the healthy food table first, 
she says – and when they went back for seconds, 
adults followed suit. 

ChooseWell’s focus on healthy eating, and 
especially on drawing families back to the table, 
first attracted Melonie to the program. “I grew up in 
an era when life stopped at supper. Everybody was 
at the table. Now my friends and I are Mommy’s 
taxi, feeding kids in the car on the way to practice. 
How do we bring back that family unit? To me, that 
is the base of it – we start with a healthy family.”

In fact, Melonie injected healthy food choices 
into almost every event. The Tour d l’Alberta, 
which Morinville has hosted for the past three 
years, served up lean chicken instead of the 
usual oil-soaked beef on a bun. More than 1,185 
cyclists descended on the town July 23 to bike 
distances ranging from 180 km to a 5-km mini tour 
showcasing local trails. The mini tour attracted 
not only kids but a grandparent-grandchild duo, 
sparking another idea for future marketing.

“We try to look at everything we have and say, 
‘How do we take it to that next step? How do we 
introduce a healthier lifestyle into what we are 
already doing?’” 

Melonie Dziwenka 
Morinville 
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Recognized as an Overall High Achiever after just 
one year with ChooseWell, Melonie says partnerships 
were key. “It just kind of spider webbed. I was 
the spider in the middle, but without everybody 
else working with me, none of this would have 
happened.”

Morinville in Brief

Population 8,503 

Location About 40 km north of 
Edmonton in Sturgeon County

ChooseWell Team Town of Morinville Recreation 
Department, FCSS, Morinville 
Fish and Game, Morinville 
Sobeys, GH Primeau Jr. High 
School 

Recognition Overall High Achiever 
Building Community 
Resources through 
Partnerships

Top Tip Embracing our motto, 
“growing together”

Contact mdziwenka@morinville.ca, 
780-939-7833

ChooseWell’s new Iron Chef Challenge became 
part of Morinville’s summer camps. Kids as young 
as 6 gleaned healthy cooking techniques from a 
NAIT culinary student and then tried their hand at 
making a meal. Cole Dribnenky, 13, went on to win 
the Provincial Iron Chef Finals in Edmonton, taking 
home $2,500 that will be devoted to creating a 
culinary summer camp. Cole will be featured at 
the camp, making and plating his signature garlic 
rotini. 

At the local skate park, increased police presence 
coupled with “positive ticketing” (for helmet use 
and other safe practices) by FCSS Coordinator Amy 
Dribnenky reduced negative activity, especially 
earlier in the evenings. A graffiti party gave users 
a chance to put their mark on the park, alongside 
Community Program Facilitator Tyler Edworthy. “The 
kids love it, and they self-regulated what went up,” 
Melonie says. Now the team wants better lighting 
for the park. And more paint for the next party. 

In spring, the town sponsored open gym nights 
for just a dollar, featuring ju jitsu, floor hockey, 
uni-ball, dodgeball, ultimate Frisbee, kickboxing 
and more. “With all this activity, we could finally 
build a case to hire a youth worker,” Melonie says. 
Hired in October, the worker is collaborating with 
FCSS on Youth in Action with the intent of doing 
“random acts of community,” especially during the 
critical after school hours. Their current focus: anti-
bullying. Having just done a candlelight vigil, they 
are planning a conference, showing the grassroots 
initiative that is crucial to sustain any program.

Other youth initiatives in 2011 focused on junior 
high, where the Youth in Action committee led a 
move to open the gymnasium for lunch and fun. 
“In elementary, kids eat at their desks and then 
head out to play, but that’s not happening in junior 
high, and that’s when kids can really develop some 
poor eating habits,” Melonie notes. GH Primeau 
staff pitched in by leading games in the gym, with 
the afterschool programs led by the Morinville 
Recreation Staff. 



Besides encouraging increased physical activity, 
Pincher Creek’s Recreation Department wanted to 
boost awareness of local facilities and programs. 
To promote use of some fine ball diamonds, staff 
suggested an adult slo-pitch league. Four teams 
registered and had such a good time they played 
on into the fall, winding up with a tournament. “This 
was a good start to reviving interest in slo-pitch in 
our community,” Diane says. 

The department also offered a two-month block 
of drop-in beach volleyball. Despite multiple 
ads in the local paper, on radio and via social 
media sites, only a handful showed up. “We still 
played and enjoyed the amenities of the park, 
but we were considering pulling the plug on the 
activity,” Diane recalls. Soldiering on, the players 
realized they hadn’t been using the most effective 
information channels, and started chatting with 
friends about the fun they were having. Five weeks 
in, an astonishing 19 people showed up, more 
than double the previous week. What’s more, the 
age range widened to include people in their 60s. 
Many said they hadn’t even realized the town had a 
beach volleyball court. 

“This community activity really became a diverse, 
fun and exciting way to spend a Tuesday night. And 
the best part is that we were able to get young and 
old together to have fun and increase their exercise 
and health,” Diane says. “Also, the night was a 
great way for summer students or new people to 
our community to connect.”  

The Pincher Creek Minor Soccer Association 
hosted its first ever British Soccer Camp, led by 
three coaches from England who stayed with area 
families. Nearly 45 children, ages 3 to 16, signed 
on for the four-day camp, which ran July 25 to 29. 
They had a great time, setting the stage for repeat 
events.

Pincher Creek is not a huge place – 4,000, give 
or take, when you count rural routes. So the fact 
that 21 teams involving 169 individuals signed 
on the Active Living Challenge that kicked off the 
town’s ChooseWell season is cause for applause. 
That’s nearly double the 86 who signed on the year 
before. 

Teams of four to six people registered in the four-
week challenge, with each person tracking daily 
points for being active and choosing healthy food. 
All participants received a certificate, a pedometer 
and healthy lifestyle information; top individuals 
and teams also took home prizes. Portions of the 
challenge were more accessible to seniors than in 
years past, says ChooseWell Champion Diane Burt 
Stuckey. As a result, ages spanned 11 to 87 and 
the Crestview Lodge Dynamites (age 70 and older) 
placed a proud tenth overall. “It just goes to show 
that you can be a great competitor at any age!” 

The challenge has attracted nothing but positive 
response, and many participants were inspired 
to at least consider following the challenge year 
‘round, Diane adds. “We are thrilled to encourage 
our community to boost their awareness of fitness 
and health.” 

“Being a part of an activity that increases health 
and wellness and seeing the activity soar to 
success is a great motivator.”

Diane Burt Stuckey 
Pincher Creek 

Town and Municipal District councillors and staff 
also faced off in a Biggest Loser competition in 
spring 2011. Each municipal team weighed in 
as a group before and after the challenge – on a 
cattle scale. The MD was declared the winner by a 
“slight edge” of 1% greater weight loss.  Together, 
both teams lost more than 150 pounds. So really, 
everyone was a winner – or should we say loser?

PINCHER CREEK

SOUTH

Pincher Creek pulls in players through word of mouth
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And that’s not all. Fitness stations joined the 
playground installed a year earlier at Hank 
Planger Park. The community raised $270,000 
to accomplish both phases of the build. A Skate 
Park also opened in June, attracting more than 
50 people to the unveiling. The popular facility is 
part of a new bike park and next to newly surfaced 
tennis courts and a soccer field. “This area became 
a hub of action this summer as young and old 
gathered to enjoy casual activities on a balmy 
summer’s evening,” Diane says. 

Given the expanded number of programs and the 
turnout in each, Pincher Creek is well-deserving of 
the Overall Achiever award. Equally important, the 
town met its goals of increased physical activity 
and greater awareness and use of local facilities, 
Diane says. “Hats off to ChooseWell for providing 
support, resources and encouragement to help us 
be successful!” 

Pincher Creek in Brief

Population 3,712 

Location 51 km north of Waterton 
Lakes National Park, in 
ranching country

ChooseWell Team Town of Pincher Creek 

Recognition Overall High Achiever

Top Tip Pound the pavement and 
spread the word. Personal 
contact seems the most 
effective way to motivate 
people to get active and be 
involved.

Contact dbstuckey@pinchercreek.ca 
403-627-4322

 



Corporate Sponsors and Contractors

ARPA thanks all corporate sponsors and 
contractors who contributed to the success of 
Communities ChooseWell.  

Thank you to the 2011 Communities ChooseWell 
sponsors, including Sobeys Corporate, title 
sponsor of the 21 Days to Healthy Eating initiative; 
PlayWorks, title sponsor of the PlayWorks Flash 
Mob Challenge as part of Acts of Random Physical 
Activity Challenge; Alberta Pork for providing prizes 
for the ChooseWell Iron Chef Provincial Finals and a 
number of other companies for providing incentives 
and prizes to Communities ChooseWell in 2011.

Special acknowledgement to Susan Roberts  
of Community Building Resources for speaker 
sessions and facilitation services provided 
throughout 2011. 

Special thanks to Mark Cabaj for evaluation 
services and reporting design services rendered 
during the 2011 year.

Advisory Committee

Many thanks to the Communities ChooseWell 
advisory committee:

• Kim Schmidt, Alberta Health

• Chris Szabo, Alberta Tourism Parks & 
Recreation

• Brian Torrance, Ever Active Schools

• Glenn Jensen, Alberta Recreation and Parks 
Association

• Sunita Dhar, Alberta Health Services

Partners

The Alberta Recreation and Parks Association 
(ARPA) acknowledge the support, encouragement 
and commitment to Communities ChooseWell 
provided by Alberta Health (AH).  This valuable 
partnership between the health and recreation 
and parks sector has resulted in a successful 
re-launch of Communities ChooseWell in 2011 
and renewed provincial commitment to wellness 
on the community level. Through partnership 
and collaboration, ARPA and AH have worked 
together to implement this community-directed 
wellness initiative in Alberta. ARPA would also like 
to acknowledge partnerships with several other 
organizations & initiatives that have made 2011 
successful. These partners include: Ever Active 
Schools, Alberta Tourism Parks and Recreation 
(ATPR), Edmonton Meals On Wheels, Active 
Creative & Engaged (ACE) Communities, SOGO 
Active, APPLE Schools, and the Alberta Active Living 
Partners network.

The ARPA also extends gratitude to the City of 
Leduc for their tremendous hospitality in hosting 
the official Communities Re-Launch on April 13th, 
2011.  Gratitude is also extended to the Town of 
Morinville and the Town of Okotoks for hosting 
the Northern and Southern ChooseWell Award 
Ceremonies, respectively. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
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Airdrie
Athabasca County
Barrhead
Bassano
Beaumont
Beaver County
Beaver Lake
Berwyn
Black Diamond
Blackfalds
Bonnyville
Bow Island
Bowden
Boyle Street
Braeside Community Association
Bridgeland Riverside Community 
Association
Brooks
Bruderheim
Buck Mountain
Buffalo Lake Metis Settlement
Calling Lake
Calmar
Camrose
Carstairs
Chestermere
Claresholm & District
Cold Lake
Cremona & Water Valley
Crowsnest Pass
Devon
Didsbury
Donnelly
Driftpile First Nation
Drumheller
East Prairie Metis Settlement
Edson
Elk Island
Ermineskin Cree Nation
Falher
Foremost

Forestburg
Glamorgan Community Association
Glendon
Grande Prairie
Granum
Halkirk
Hanna
Hardisty
High Level
High Prairie
High River
Hines Creek
Hinton
Horse Lake First Nation
Innisfail
Irricana
Killam
Kitscoty
La Crete
Lac La Biche
Lac La Biche County
Lacombe
Leduc 
Lessard Community League
Lethbridge
Linden
Llyodminster
Longview
Manning
Mannville
McLennan
Millet
Millrise Community Association
Morinville
Myrnam
Nanton
Okotoks
Olds
Opportunity, Municipal District of
Paddle Prairie Metis Settlement
Peace River

COMMUNITIES

Penhold
Picture Butte
Pincher Creek
Pineridge Community Association
Ponoka
Provost
Redcliff
Redwater
Rimbey
Rocky Mountain House
Ryley
Saddle Lake First Nation
Samson Cree Nation
Slave Lake
Smoky Lake
Smoky River, Municipal District of
Spring Lake
Standoff
Stony Plain
Strathcona County
Strathmore
Sundre
Swan Hills
Tallcree First Nation
The Ridge Community League
Thorhild County
Thorsby
Three Hills
Tofield
Trochu
Tsuu T’ina Nation
Vauxhall
Vermilion
Vilna
Wabamun
Wabasca
Wainwright
Warburg
Whitecourt
Wood Buffalo, Regional Municipality of
Youngstown
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