
ACE COMMUNITIES 
ACTIVE.CREATIVE.ENGAGED. 

FINAL REPORT 

Alberta Recreation and 
Parks Association (ARPA) 

EI0256 

“As local communities and regions attempt to respond to 
an increasingly fast paced and complex society, pockets 
of “transformational change” have only recently begun to 
emerge.        

From a global perspective, ACE Communities is one of a 
very few initiatives that, in my opinion, is well on the way 
to understanding how to design and implement the new 
concept of “Comprehensive Community Transformation”. 

Their transferable frameworks, tools, and resources are 
some of the most innovative and important I have seen.” 

� -Rick�Smyre���
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1. PROJECT SUMMARY

Purpose of ACE Communities  
Active.Creative. Engaged. 

 The ACE Communities funding of $6 million ($4.5 million from Rural Alberta 
Development Fund, balance from Cenovus, Encana, Canwest Media, other 
grants and services) made possible a wide variety of programs, services, 
research, and resources that support the original mandate of the initiative: 

”To enhance the quality of life in rural Alberta by strengthening community 
leadership, collaboration, and innovation through recreation, parks, arts, 
culture and heritage.” 

Goals 

 While the mandate was ambitious and at times daunting, the intent of the 
ACE Communities initiative was to impact quality of life across rural Alberta 
via six specific strategies:  

1. COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP: Enhance creative development and 
strengthen local capacity by using a variety of province-wide strategies that 
will nurture existing, emerging and undiscovered leaders to implement the 
community-led innovation that will result in active, creative, and engaged 
communities. 

2. ACE COMMUNITIES NETWORK: Engage, coach, and connect 20+ 
diverse, rural communities/regions to work as partners in becoming ACE 
Communities. 

3. YOUTH ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES: Create youth-friendly communities 
by enhancing opportunities for youth leadership, physical activity, creativity, 
youth connections, training, and education. 

4. RESEARCH: Amass the Alberta-relevant intelligence needed to support 
active, creative, and engaged communities and deepen the understanding of 
matters important to the quality of rural living. 

5. AWARENESS: Build understanding of the potential offered by ACE 
communities at local, regional, and provincial levels. 

6. MANAGEMENT & EVALUATION: Ensure effective project planning, 
management, and evaluation. (Note: as the project evolved, the critical 
importance of technology became more apparent). 

ACE Communities is a new way 
of doing business in community 
leadership — a holistic, practical, 
and proven approach to effective 
community leadership today. 

The emphasis on local leadership, 
the change framework, and the 
tangible resources and tools 
developed are transforming the way 
communities and their leaders get 
things done.

…One only has to look across 
Alberta, to see community after 
community transformed by applying 
the ACE Communities process.

Ian Hill, Award Winning 
Humanitarian, Innovator, and ACE 

Communities Ambassador
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understanding that an emphasis would need to be placed 
on defining, describing, and providing tools, resources, 
and support for a new and emerging kind of leadership. 
Not corporate or business leadership, but instead a kind 
of leadership that would impact the quality of life for 
rural citizens—the community leadership that would 
ensure collective impact and the kind of communities 
where everyone wants to live, work, and play—leadership 
for active, creative, and engaged communities — ACE 
Communities. 

The overall strategic plan for the initiative was captured in 
the graphic above that was inspired by Dan Roam, author 
of The Back of the Napkin: Solving Problems and Selling 
Ideas with Pictures: 

2.  MILESTONES AND OUTCOMES 

Much of the focus of ACE Communities was based on a 
simple yet profound premise…  
communities get better when their leaders do.  

 When local leadership is strong, it results in the 
increased community capacity (e.g. engaged citizens, 
knowledgeable decision making, collaboration) that is 
a critical foundation for innovation and the responsive 
community initiatives that lead to individual, social, and 
economic growth and improved quality of life. Inherent 
within this focus on local rural leadership has been an 
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2. MILESTONES AND OUTCOMES 
 
 
Much of the focus of ACE Communities was based on a simple yet profound premise… 
communities get better when their leaders do.   
 
When local leadership is strong, it results in the increased community capacity (e.g. 
engaged citizens, knowledgeable decision making, collaboration) that is a critical foundation 
for innovation and the responsive community initiatives that lead to individual, social, and 
economic growth and improved quality of life.  
 

ALBERTA ACTIVE CREATIVE COMMUNITIES OVERVIEW
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It was also understood the work of ACE Communities 
would need to support six key shifts: 

 1. Leadership would need to shift from traditional, 
business, or hierarchical leadership to a form of 
community leadership that was more shared and 
distributed. 

 2. We would need to encourage community leaders 
to move away from traditional ways of working 
that had them focused on single outcomes. 
Instead they would need to become more 
comfortable dealing with the complexity of 
multiple outcomes. 

 3. Power would need to move from being driven 
top-down and become more about a bottom-up 
or grassroots approach. 

  4. There needed to be far more collaboration—not 
only within silos or sectors (e.g. health, social 
services, education, recreation, business) but also 
across the many that make up our communities. 

  5. Community involvement would need to be 
citizen-driven rather than professionally-driven. 

  6. No longer could timing be about short term 
cautious fixes, it would be important to focus on 
long term courageous fixes.1 

While there was an understanding of the challenge, it 
was also understood that the odds of success would be 
far greater because a community development approach 
would be utilized. Using community development—
particularly with recreation, parks, arts, culture, and 
heritage as a starting point—would strengthen the 
community leadership, collaboration, and innovation 
that would ensure a high quality of life available and 
accessible to all in rural Alberta. 

1 Alberta Recreation and Parks Association (2006). Foundations for action. ARPA: Edmonton. 

Outcomes 

In order to strengthen the development of local rural 
leaders the following outcomes were determined and 
indicators were developed for measuring impact: 

1. Leaders enhance their competencies for 
community leadership within each of the 
following domains:  

a.  Agent of change  

b.  Commitment to continuous improvement 

c.  Big picture thinking 

d.  Catalyst for citizen responsibility 

e.  Quality of life advocacy 

f.  Community development planning 

2.  Local leaders develop as a community of practice 
(CoP)

3.  ACE network of community leaders is expanded 
(e.g. local community leaders, ACE team members, 
elected officials) 

4.  Leaders are utilizing ACE tools and resources 

5.  ACE team members (staff and consultants) 
develop as a community of practice (CoP)  

6.  Approaches to building ACE communities are 
sustainable beyond the ACE initiative e.g. research, 
resources, technology, CD framework, tool kit, 
tools on line to ensure the ongoing development 
of leaders. 
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Summary of Project Activities and Milestones Completed 

It is important to think about the contributions and deliverables of ACE 
Communities within two distinct categories. These include: 

(1)  initiatives specific to ARPA and recreation and parks, and 

(2) those more generic in nature and related to broader community 
building and community leadership). 

While recreation and parks served as a catalyst in virtually every 
community for the community building and the broader community 
transformation that became the focus of ACE Communities, it meant 
working with, and developing frameworks, tools, and resources that were 
of benefit to a variety of other sectors as agriculture, social services, justice, 
health, arts and culture, education, economic development elected 
officials, government, business etc. 

ACE Communities gave us the 
confidence to say, “We can do this.” 

We don’t need a professional 
leader. We don’t need a planned 
government program. 

We need some support and some 
funding helps, but give us skills and 
we will amaze you. 

Didsbury Local Leader 
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Specific ACE Communities activities included the following:

Community Building Activities Activities Specific to Recreation & Parks
1. Ongoing leadership, coaching, and support 1. Benefits DataBank and Hub

2. ACE Communities Portal 2. Service Excellence Program (SEP)

3. E-learning/Webcasts 3. Trends Research

4. Community Building Workshops 4. FITS

5. Community Leadership Resources 5. Lieutenant Governor’s Active Communities Awards

6. Arts, Cultural and Heritage Activities 6. Aboriginal Summit and CoP

7. Youth Leadership 7. Kids at Hope

8. Social Marketing Strategies 8. Professional Development

9. Mainstream Publication 9. Centre of Excellence

10. Research: The Use and Benefits of Local Government 
Recreation and Parks Services

3. COMMUNITY BUILDING INITIATIVES 

A.  Ongoing Leadership Coaching and Support for Communities 

 Communities Impacted included the following: 

Flight 1 
(2007-2009) 

Flight 2 
(2008-2010) 

Flight 3 
(2009-2011) 

Flight 3A 
Ongoing 

Flight 4 
Diversity 
Friendly 

(2011 -2012))

Active 
Communities 

Strategic Plans

• Calling Lake • Cooking Lake • Alexis Nakota • An additional 
20+ communities 
are being 
supported on a 
much less formal 
basis.

• Carstairs • Lethbridge

• Camrose • Didsbury  First Nation • Grande Cache • Irricana

• Drayton Valley • Eckville • Chestermere • Jasper • High Level

• High Level • Entwistle • Cold Lake • Rocky Mountain • Camrose

• Hinton • Leduc County • Entwistle  House

• Irricana • Okotoks • Innisfail

• Lethbridge • Olds • Killam

• Paddle Prairie • Sangudo • Longview

• Wainwright • Sylvan Lake • Nanton

• Wood Buffalo • Whitecourt • Trochu

• Vulcan
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Examples of short term projects carried out within the 
partner communities include: 

• Artists Cooperative 

• Asset directory of community organizations (online 
and printed) 

• Battle of the Bands 

• Communities in Bloom 

• Community Park “Makeovers” 

• Community photograph contest and calendar 

• Community Potlucks 

• Community trails 

• Concert Series 

• Cultural Festival 

• Development of Youth Councils/Coalitions 

• Establishment of a Healthy Communities Alliance 

• Family Winter Walk 

• Installation of a temporary floor in a curling rink to 
facilitate year round use 

• Intergenerational Nature Park 

• Movie in the Park 

• Neighbour Day 

• Offleash Dog Park 

• Online community calendars, websites, blogs, and 
newsletters 

• Organic community gardens and greenhouses 

• Playground Builds 

• Real Estate Cooperative 

• Rural volunteerism conference 

• Seniors and Teens Pool Party 

• Skateboard Parks 

• Sports Grounds Enhancement & Beautification 
Projects 

The community leadership capacity of the cohort of 
local leaders in these communities was supported and 
developed through retreats, conference calls, webinars, 
and participation in Community Building Workshops. 

Each community was also partnered with a community 
development coach who supports the cohort of local 
leaders. The ACE Community Development Coaches 
played a key role in supporting the development of 
relationships and networks and as such are a significant 
resource as they typically serve in a neutral, hybrid, or 
situational role.  

The coach supports the local leaders in a community by 
serving in a variety of roles that could potentially include 
that of serving as a cheerleader, teacher, consultant, 
facilitator, or mentor. 

Priorities were typically focused on designing a process 
that ensured 1) relationships 2) results 3) reflection and 
4) reach. 

Additionally the coaches ensured linkages to the ACE 
Communities staff and an expanded network that 
provided the tools, resources, training, and specialized 
expertise. Ultimately the intent of the coach was to (1) 
support the local cohort of leaders to build trust and 
ignite change by (2) initiating community driven short 
term projects or initiatives and (3) long term planning 
related to quality of life. 

The quick success of the short term project or initiative 
facilitates hope and spirit within the community and 
conveys the sense that anything is possible when 
people work together. They also help stakeholders see 
the reality of different perspectives so they can work 
with others more effectively, reduce conflict, and create 
the conditions for learning and growth. The energy 
and trusted relationships that result are then used as a 
catalyst to address other issues in the community. 
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 ACE Communities has captured these priorities as the 
“Three Paths to an ACE Community” in the graphic below. 

• Town Beautification 

• Trade show style events aimed at promoting sport 
and recreation agencies, service clubs, and volunteer 
opportunities to citizens 

• Walking School Bus 

• Youth Events and Forums 

• Youth Interagency Committee 

Local ACE leaders were also supported to ensure long 
term planning related to quality of life and a community-
driven and “owned” vision, values, and strategies that 
reflect a holistic approach to prioritizing and decision-
making. This collective and citizen-driven vision and 
values for the community connects citizens both with a 
clear direction and purpose and their role in contributing 
to its implementation. As not all citizens may be visionary 
and able to imagine beyond their existing experiences, 
this future direction helps a community become 
more innovative by helping them get up and running 
(imperfections and all), gather feedback, adjust, and 
grow. 

Local ACE leaders have undertaken, or contributed to, 
long term planning initiatives in a variety of ways. These 
include: 

• Recreation master plans 

• Municipal sustainability plans (MSP’s) 

• Planning-related research (such as surveys, 
document reviews) 

• Long-term collaboration or partnership efforts – 
to work across silos and bring together groups or 
sectors that have not worked together in the past 

• Discussions with elected officials about policy 
or bylaw changes that foster quality of life in the 
community. 
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While articulating these three paths has been essential, effective 
leadership has also dictated that the work focus on making this 
as simple as possible. This is particularly critical given that 
people are typically organized and compelled by ideas that have 
a clear strategy, form, and expression. In other words, 
“simplicity begets action”. 
 

The ACE Planning 
Framework made me realize 

that things CAN be done, 
things CAN change, and 

attitudes CAN be changed 
too. 

ACE Community Building 
Workshop Participant 

 

 

 

 

While articulating these three paths has been essential, 
effective leadership has also dictated that the work focus 
on making this as simple as possible. This is particularly 
critical given that people are typically organized and 
compelled by ideas that have a clear strategy, form, and 
expression. In other words, “simplicity begets action”. 

However, while the concept of the three paths is relatively 
straightforward, ACE Communities has been challenged 
to explain the “how-to” of its implementation within a 
community. 

In essence, ACE has had to further expand a simple idea 
that requires a somewhat sophisticated delivery. The 
result is the “Framework for Community Change” shown 
on the right. 
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Although the expectation was to support 20 
communities, ACE Communities was able to provide 
ongoing support and coaching to over 40 communities 
across the province (includes the RADF funded 
communities, the 4 Active Communities, and the 4 
Diversity-Friendly Communities). Two years of support for 
the initial 30 partner communities has been completed 
although many are still engaged as alumni communities. 

Evaluations have focused on measuring the growth in 
local community leaders and has shown that ratings 
on all six community leadership competencies shifted 
upward from past to present assessment. 

The ACE Planning Framework made me realize that things CAN be done, things CAN change, and 
attitudes CAN be changed too. 

ACE Community Building Workshop Participant
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compiled as well as stories and videos. 
 
A measurement of the economic impact and Return on Investment within ACE 
Communities showed that the total cash, grants, donations, in-kind contributions and 
volunteer labour for 10 sample communities in 2010 was $1,718,620.  
 

Additional evidence and testimonials of significant 
community impact has been compiled as well as stories 
and videos. 

A measurement of the economic impact and Return on 
Investment within ACE Communities showed that the 
total cash, grants, donations, in-kind contributions and 
volunteer labour for 10 sample communities in 2010 was 
$1,718,620. 

 ACE/RADF investment of $55,000 in each community 
($10,000 in seed funding plus $45,000 in-kind) therefore 
generated a return of an average of $171,862 or 320%. 

FRAMEWORK FOR COMMUNITY CHANGE
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As the ACE change methodology strengthens this ROI appears to be growing 
as in 2011 Longview reported leveraging $10,000 in seed funding to $460,467 
in community projects or a ROI of 832%. Innisfail levered it to $538,000+. 

Highlights of their achievements can be found at http://acecoaches.blogspot.
com/. 

More extensive updates on all communities can be found online here. 

 Evaluation by an outside consultant has shown that when local leaders were 
surveyed, their ratings on all six community leadership competencies shifted 
upward from their past to present assessment.

Local community investments resulting from ACE-driven initiatives 
continue to build and strengthen local infrastructure e.g. trails, playgrounds, 
skateboard parks, master plans etc. Longer term there is evidence of 
economic impact and job creation. The efforts of one community co-op alone 
in Sangudo has resulted in 9.5 new jobs. 

Recent community updates include the following: 

• Vulcan has added a concert series to their community cultural events. 
Also a Community Fall Event and a Community New Year’s Celebration.  

• Longview’s “Xtreme Makeover” has taken place consisting of a new 
playground, outdoor fitness equipment, ancillary equipment like 
benches, litter, and picnic tables, a concrete pad for the outdoor ice 
skating rink, skate park equipment, village beautification, serenity park 
and Veteran’s memorial. The ACE-generated newsletter has now become 
the official newsletter for the village and also has a corresponding 
website. The Municipal Sustainability Plan for Longview was approved in 
April 2011. ACE resources were used to determine many of the objectives 
in the plan. Areas directly containing ACE results are Culture, Economy, 
Environment, Governance, and Public Engagement. See this update from 
Longview. 

• As a direct result of ACE, Eckville has a Recreation Director for the first 
time ever, and a Community Recreation Plan was developed. Local ACE 
leader report that the recreation director has done some great things 
for families within their community. As one of them it, “It is great to 
have families that are engaged within the community”.  
 

I love our new Community! 
Thank you ACE!!!  

We are much more active and 
engaged as a result of ACE. 
Community members have a 
sense of belonging, pride, and 
empowerment, thanks to your 
coaching and guidance. 

We are building on our momentum 
and moving forward in a very 
positive way! 

ACE Local Leader 
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Eckville continues to hold “Community Conversations” to ensure 
they are meeting the needs of their community as a “Family Friendly” 
place. The Eckville Recreation Board with the support of other 
community groups has been working towards a spray park - funds 
are growing and full permission and support from the Town has been 
achieved as the result of demonstrated community support. It is 
anticipated the spray park will be built next year.  

• The Trochu Centennial Trail System grand opening will take place this 
summer as will a traffic safety education program in partnership with 
the school and school resource officer (RCMP), and the third annual, 
end of the school year, Movie in the Park evening. 

• Alexis Nakota Sioux established a “Recreation Circle”, hosted an 
ACE Arts Tour, and completed a community survey and community 
planning session that has resulted in their Band’s first ever recreation 
strategic plan that includes a vision, mission, values, principles, 
strategic priorities and action plans. The Recreation Strategic Plan has 
been submitted to the Band Council for formal approval. 

• Cold Lake made a decision to focus on those with lower economic and 
social characteristics (a perimeter group) who are not as active and 
engaged as other citizens. Community discussions indicated that a focus 
on making resources available to those needing them, together with 
collaboration and communication among non profits were top priorities 
for ACE Cold Lake. Their goal was to provide a program for those who are 
not currently active community participants due to a lack of a “door” into 
the community and feelings of self-worth. The need for more of a “Me 
to We” philosophy resulted in a pilot project at the Lakeland Centre for 
FASD (LCFASD) called SELF (S=Self, E=Energy, L=Life, F=Fulfilling), which 
focused on helping clients have a healthy SELF through self-discovery, 
volunteerism, employment and relationship building. Focus has been 
placed on working intensively in an outreach capacity with women who 
are struggling with substance use while pregnant or post-delivery. The 
work is long-term and assists women in a non-judgmental manner to 
get their lives back on track. Participants are finding their connection to 
the Cold Lake community through a self-discovery of their talents and 
attributes which will connect them to local volunteer and employment 
opportunities. The long term goal is to develop a centre that will feature 
the assets the participants bring to the community. The investment in 
these individuals to move them away from high needs social programs 
to greater self sufficiency is expected to generate a significant Social 
Return on Investment (SROI). A formal celebration of Cold Lake ACE 
initiative was held in March 2012. 

Cold Lake has a different and more 
positive response to those with 
disabilities and can see the special 
persons they are through their 
smiles and their increased activity in 
the community. 

Cold Lake Local Leader 

Our community has become more 
positive and supportive of projects, 
realizing we can accomplish a lot 
when we all work together. 

We are seeing different projects 
tackled by various groups in the 
Village and have noticed more 
individuals stepping into leadership 
roles. 

Local ACE Leader 
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• The use of the ACE community scanning tool in Chestermere resulted 
in several initiatives which have been pursued by the ACE committee 
and in some cases taken up by other community partners. The gazebo, 
which ACE members researched and recommended modifications to, is 
being built by the Public Works department of the Town. The information 
portal, researched and outlined by the local ACE committee, is being 
worked into the Library’s business plan as a goal for the coming year. The 
bike park and youth recreation was another priority of the community 
that was identified. In a survey of ACE community members (n = 79), 
there was an overwhelming show of support for using the seed funds 
for a permanent bike park (34%) as the priority over supporting the 
gazebo (30%), the information portal (28%), or Chestermere Arts Days 
event (8%). As a young community with 33% of the population in 
the 2010 census under the age of 20, and where young people have 
demonstrated an interest in this activity, this bike park will be a popular 
recreational site. The target audience will be bike riders of all ages. Used 
as a catalyst for community building, Chestermere also held their 2nd 
annual Pie Making workshop. Pie makers included local RCMP officers, 
editor of the paper and numerous other participants of all ages. The pies 
generated $1,000 for the local food bank. Chestermere FCSS staff have 
also presented a recommendation to Council that funds be directed to 
the establishment of a Recreation Master Plan. They currently don’t have 
a Recreation Department or Recreation Director. A Mountain Bike Park 
has been approved and will be built in 2012 - fencing, signage, bike racks 
will all be included in this project.

• In Entwistle a skateboard park was completed including 2-quarter pipes, 
a half pipe, a fun-box, spine and rails. The skateboard park was chosen 
to ensure there was the opportunity for spontaneous activity within the 
community. Total cost of the park was $87,800 ($10,000 provided by ACE 
Communities). Some of the funds were raised by youth. The Entwistle 
Business Association has accepted responsibility for maintaining 
the cleanliness of the park and the County staff will be ensuring the 
maintenance of the equipment as it sits on their property and they hold 
the liability insurance on the park. Trails are continuing to be developed 
in conjunction with the provincial park at Evansburg. A walking bridge is 
planned to be built that will connect Entwistle to Evansburg. Feedback 
from the community is being integrated into Parkland County’s MSP. 
Plans are also being made to engage other municipalities in the region 
in longer term planning that will develop joint use facilities which shares 
costs and resources. 

• Over 200 volunteers worked together in Killam to do an “extreme 
makeover” of their community park in 2011. The work involved 
landscaping, building picnic tables, a new skateboard park, barbecue 
pits, relocating a stage, constructing the roof of the amphitheatre, horse 

We have seen a growth in 
volunteers who want to see their 
community come together. Other 
organizations have begun to hold 
events for the community e.g. lion’s 
Day at the Park, Kinsmen Camp 
Days. 

Vulcan Local Leader 

We’ve learned to effectively create a 
grassroots community project and 
run it professionally with volunteers. 

Community members see the 
success of Hinton Garden Society 
and look to us for mentorship. 

Many community members want 
to get involved with the project and 
there is a full executive, board of 
directors, 85+ paid members, and 
185 people on the contact list. 

Hinton Local Leader 



15

• Three key ACE initiatives were identified by the 
community of Nanton: 

1. Better Communications and Collaboration 

2. An event to help raise funds for the Roof 
Repair on the community Recreation Centre 

3. Spring Community Clean up day 

Better Communications and Collaboration was the 
number one area for improvement as the result of 
a community gathering where the ACE scanning 
tool was applied. This has been addressed with the 
establishment of a community website, which will 
be a place for ALL community organizations, groups, 
clubs to post information about upcoming events 
FREE of charge. The website will be supported by 
Nanton’s FCSS and the yearly maintenance fees and 
update costs will be provided from funds raised 
through on line advertising. There is also an ACE 
Nanton Facebook page and an ACE Nanton Blog. 
The Facebook page now has over 100 followers as 
of April. They report, “It has become a great way 
to get information about upcoming meetings and 
community event out to the community and to 
receive feedback from the community members.” 
The Raise the Roof Ball Tournament and Dance was 
held during Nanton Days July 30 – August 1, 2011. 
During the Nanton Day Celebration ACE Nanton 
hosted a Ball Tourney and on the Sunday evening a 
Community Dance. Profits generated from these two 
events went toward leveraging more funds to assist 
with roof repairs.  

• The Vulcan Concert Series has been highly 
successful. Local artists are engaged as organizers. 
Seed money was used to leverage more arts grants 
and the revenue generated from each series is re-
invested into the program. Local and Alberta artists 
are being engaged as performers for the series. Each 
season has seen growth in the number of events and 
each event has had a sellout crowd. The community 
now wants to add on to the music nights and to 
offer dinner theatre.  
 

shoe pits and new walking paths. This very small 
town (population just over 1000) has managed to 
lever their $10,000 into a $203,000 redesign. Federal 
funding sources are being sought to complete the 
next phase of the park; paving walking trails. 

• A video for Heritage Park Build Day can be found 
here.  The local Killam ACE team continues to meet 
and are working with the County on how there 
might be a County wide ACE approach. Four youth 
are involved as leaders on the core planning team. 
The county MSP (Municipal Sustainability Plan) 
now includes the results determined from the 
ACE resources and findings. Additionally, a strong 
application was recently submitted for the ACCA 
Investing Locally project. 

• In Innisfail the local initiatives driven by the ACE 
Committee included: Youth Resource Fair, Youth 
Leadership Training, Downtown Revitalization 
Innisfail that resulted in plans for a Community 
Gathering Area ($538,000 project), Envision Innisfail 
Green and Clean Community Clean Up (500 
community members participated), Developed a 
Neighborhood Block Party Tool Kit Off, an Leash Dog 
Park was constructed, Seniors Resource Fair initiated, 
Dr. Greg Ritson-Bennett Park redevelopment 
using “Let Them Be Kids”, Community Gardens, 
Envision Innisfail - a community wide visioning 
exercise. www.envisioninnisfail.com, developed 
the Envision Innisfail tool kit, held the Community 
Youth Forum, have three outdoor rinks available 
for community use, and a meeting of 37 youth and 
21 other stakeholders was organized to determine 
and set priorities for youth. Thirty eight of those in 
attendance were committed to moving forward. It 
is also significant to note that the Town’s Envision 
Innisfail project and a youth leader from Innisfail 
were 2011 Recipients for the Alberta’s Lieutenant 
Governor’s Award for Leadership. 
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and building connections between service clubs, 
businesses and neighbourhoods. The website is also 
a place for local advertising and a source of local 
funding. The mission is to engage residents in being 
active in their neighbourhood and community, 
creating a sense of belonging. 

• While Sangudo began with a one day build that 
resulted in a playground, skateboard park, beach 
volleyball court and several beautification projects 
throughout the Hamlet they have since: 

 » Formed the Sangudo Arts for Everyone (SAFE) 
council. ACE leaders have empowered this 
ambitious group to plan and deliver incredible 
celebrations of art, showcasing local artists 

 » SAFE has hosted the University of Alberta’s Mixed 
Chorus for the community to enjoy 

 » SAFE has created a “Homegrown Talent Show” 
that features local citizens and their talents, 
work and projects. Displays, workshops, and 
performances were included in the event 

 » Formed the Sangudo Opportunity Development 
Co-operative (SODC) as an investment Co-op 
that is allowing residents/members to sustain 
and grow local businesses by providing capital to 
entrepreneurs 

 » Relationship building through ACE resulted in 
the development of a green energy cooperative 
called SPARK. 

• Whitecourt has developed an annual cultural day 
called World in Whitecourt where communities 
prepare and sell cultural cuisine and perform cultural 
forms of art for the community. This is held on the 
long weekend in September.  
 
As the result of ACE, the Town’s Website was 
reviewed and specifically the community event 
calendar on it. There was concern that the website 
was not user friendly and that the community 
calendar was not being used because no one was 
aware of it and it was too difficult for groups to get 
their information on to it. The Town incorporated the 
recommendations into their website and changed 

Communication was addressed as a priority so the 
Vulcan County calendar was created. The community 
calendar for the Town was expanded to include 
surrounding rural neighbourhoods.  
 
A longer term project is the Town Swimming Pool - 
an assessment is being done and contacts from all 
the events happening are being used to inform and 
engage participation in fundraising and building 
plans for the site area. The youth group is already 
looking at an expansion of the skate park that is on 
the pool site.  
 
Fall Harvest was a great success as 350 people 
attended. This event brought people from 1 month 
to 90 years old out to their Rodeo ground to partake 
in a quilt display, chili cook off, and wagon rides. It 
has spurred many community partners and people 
stepped up to organize a New Year’s Eve family fun 
night. People were excited by the networking and 
fun they had and can see the relevance and need of 
working together.  

• September 2011 saw the grand opening of Hinton’s 
community greenhouses. In the November 3, 2011 
Hinton Voice newspaper the Greenhouses were 
recognized by the National Communities In Bloom 
Program as “an outstanding effort” which helped 
the community achieve a 5 Bloom status, which 
is the highest level. ACE Leader Jerome Cranston 
comments “Since the plan was first dreamed up 
and presented to Council in January 2009, there 
has been so much community support. This is 
really a grassroots project thanks to the thousands 
of hours of volunteer labour and support from 
the sponsors especially Kinder Morgan Canada, 
ACE Communities/Alberta Recreation and Parks 
Association, RADF and the Town of Hinton.” 

• The ACE supported project “ACE Okotoks 
Neighbourhood Supporter” has seen the creation 
of a Halloween event, kids camp out, and a pancake 
breakfast in the subdivision of Suntree, and a music 
festival for the community in September. Okotoks 
was also selected for the Canada Get Active Program. 
ACE created a website as a hub for social networking 



17

the calendar so that groups can populate it themselves. Also, out of the 
communication stream came the idea to have touch screens available 
with the Town website and calendar in high traffic public areas. One 
board has been installed to date. The third area the Town is working 
toward is the development of a teen centre. The information gathered 
from the public meetings supported this direction and was used to 
back the decision of Council to include a teen centre in the upcoming 
renovation of the old pool building. 

• High Level, Lethbridge, and Camrose used the ACE framework to 
collaborate with a number of sectors e.g. health, recreation, social 
services to develop “Active Communities Strategies”. Lethbridge was 
showcased on “Immigrating to Alberta” website. The City of Camrose, 
ACE Committee and other community partners, worked together on 
the “Good Food Box, Camrose Community Garden” which have been 
approved and will be showcased and utilized as an educational tool that 
will produce food for local social agencies. 

• Communities In Bloom and ACE Communities In 2011, Calling Lake, 
Wainwright, Drayton Valley, Mannville, Chestermere, Thorsby, and 
Whitecourt were among the 40 participants in the Communities in 
Bloom Program.  

• ACE Seed funding supported the funding of the “Green Thumb” program 
in Sylvan Lake. Funds supported smaller community groups and schools 
in teaching about food security, healthy eating, and life skills. Berry 
patches and outdoor classrooms promote active living, sustainability, 
and building food security structures in the community. Seniors are 
helping children to plant and maintain the community gardens that are 
located on school properties. 

• Within Leduc County, Thorsby and Warburg focused on fitness facility 
enhancement and modernizing the recreation complex respectively. 

• An existing contract remains in place to apply the ACE change 
methodology to assist four communities in becoming more diversity-
friendly. As a result, active support is still being provided for Grande 
Cache, Jasper, Carstairs and Rocky Mountain House. 
  
All four communities have held an initial “Ignite” event with ACE 
Ambassador Ian Hill and held community meetings to apply the ACE 
scanning tool to determine assets and priorities. Community Building 
workshops have been held in Grande Cache and Carstairs. See this article 
from Jasper http://acecoaches.blogspot.com/2012/02/jasper-in-news.
html 

Our Community of Sangudo has 
benefited from ACE in so many 
ways. ACE provided us with the 
mentorship, coaching, tools 
and resources to empower our 
community leaders. 

Together as a community, we have 
built a playground, skate board 
park, beach volleyball court, adult 
outdoor fitness park, tree nursery, 
riverside walking trails, and a 
pocket garden. 

We have created an Arts and 
Culture volunteer organization 
called Sangudo Arts for Everyone 
(SAFE), A Hamlet Beautification 
Committee and an Investment Co-
op, (SODC) Sangudo Opportunity 
Development Co-operative. None of 
these projects would exist without 
the help of ACE. 

Local Leader Sangudo 

The ACE program helped 
community members identify 
the need for a neighbourhood 
program. There is more awareness 
and support for this community 
and we have the support of Town 
Council to engage neighbourhoods 
in community building. 

Okotoks Local Leader 



18

• Didsbury reported on how an ACE webinar led to their Mountain View 
Arts Festival 

• Additional communities are also being supported on a limited basis 

• Airdrie requested ACE support and acknowledged that we fill a specialty 
role they lack especially as it pertains to arts and culture. A recent session 
facilitated by ACE staff was a huge success... the mayor stayed the entire 
evening and contributed.  

• Ongoing support and coaching to the four communities that have 
developed their Active Community strategies has continued to be 
provided. Camrose is planning a “Moving and Grooving” event in a local 
park. High Level is exploring development of a new community facility. 
Irricana is implementing a partners planning group to coordinate the 
development of recreation facilities and programs. 

B.  ACE Communities Portal/Knowledge Centre 

The reality is that most software development has been driven by business 
needs. As a result, specific software for a portal that focuses on community 
building has not yet been invented.  

RADF funding has enabled significant learnings and innovation regarding the 
use and sustainability of technology for community building and knowledge 
transfer. 

What makes the ACE Interactive Portal at www.acecommunities.ca so 
innovative is that it now integrates different software – most of which 
have never been integrated before – and yet is essential for the two-way 
interaction that typifies community development. 

Additionally the portal has been built using open source software and a CMS 
(content management system). 

Open source (as opposed to proprietary software like Microsoft) means that 
what has been used has either been free or inexpensive. Additionally it can be 
configured to meet specific needs because there is access to the code. 

Ongoing upgrades and enhancements are taking place with both the ACE 
Communities and ARPA websites. 

ExpressionEngine (EE2) continues to be utilized. EE2 is a powerful and flexible 
content management and application system that allows administrators to 
easily update, maintain and maximize the sites and systems created by the 
tech team. It is stable software that has been used in sites like  

Please consider continuation of 
funding to the ACE team. Their 
message and training for small 
communities is invaluable. We would 
probably still be on a downward 
spiral of out-migration and infighting 
had it not been for ACE’s guidance 
and leadership training.  

ACE Communities has been an 
incredible source of knowledge 
and inspiration and we believe 
its teachings are essential to the 
prosperity of small communities. 

Perhaps the big guys could learn 
something from them as well when it 
comes to working together! 

Local ACE Leader 

ACE Okotoks created a website as 
a hub for social networking and 
building connections between 
service clubs, businesses, and 
neighbourhoods. The website is 
also a place for local advertising 
and a source of local funding. Our 
mission is to engage residents in 
being active in their neighbourhood 
and ACE has made us more 
aware of initiatives and funding 
opportunities to make that happen. 

Okotoks Local Leader 
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barackobama.com and itgetsbetter.org. EE2 is a middleware product that 
allows us to “talk” directly to the database without needing to understand 
programming code. This means all ACE Communities and ARPA staff are 
able to maintain and update content on their portions of the website - thus 
contributing to long term sustainability. 

The potential of the websites are being optimized (text, graphics, and data) as 
the result of increasing user experience and maximization of the websites. 

Ongoing technical adjustments are taking place e.g. addition of new fields 
into webinar registration; addition of a subscription that will allow users to 
automatically add events from the ACE public calendar to their Outlook, 
Google, or iPhone calendars; update of photo gallery module etc. 

Using RSS feeds (Real Simple Syndication) Bloggers continue to add fresh 
content to the ACE Communities site contributing to the knowledge and 
growth of the community. Videos and photos are also added and linked. 
Twitter feeds are also being linked to the website. 

 When valuable resources are identified, they are stored and become 
searchable as are links to: training opportunities, resources for aboriginal 
and diversity-friendly communities, arts, culture, and heritage and youth 
community leadership. 

Additionally, a password protected intranet has been developed using google 
apps (a free service thereby ensuring its sustainability) for members of the 
ACE team and local ACE leaders.  

It is being used extensively by the team e.g. web based calendars, forums, 
and file storage. It has also proven effective for working on documents that 
require collaboration e.g. as policy is developed, or as a meeting is conducted 
and everyone involved helps to complete the meeting minutes. A forum is 
also being used for policy discussion and to nurture the development of the 
Community of Practice.  

Two important “collections” are stored on the portal – one that forms the 
basis of the community leadership competency library and the recreation 
competency library. These collections of resource links are organized using 
the framework of competencies and indicators that have been developed for 
practitioners. 

The Benefits DataBank which now links to over 800 studies documenting the 
benefits of recreation, parks, arts, culture and heritage is also operating in 
EE2 and can be found at http://benefitshub.ca/. Additional examples of “best 
practices” and trends relating to the delivery of the benefits have recently 
been added to the database. 

I think new leaders have emerged 
and taken on roles they may not 
have had prior to ACE. 

Thank you for such an amazing 
opportunity to bring our 
community this much closer to all 
it can be! 

Didsbury Local Leader
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• Creatively Engaging Seniors with Dance 

• Diversity 

• Do you want Funding for Alberta Culture Days? 

• Energize Your Everyday 

• Facilitation Techniques for Community Building: Let’s 
Meet and Talk in your Community! 

• Free Your Body, Mind and Spirit for an Energetic Shift 
to your Day! 

• From Youth at Risk to Kids at Hope 

• Getting to Know the Canadian Physical Activity and 
Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines! 

• Getting to Know Your Community: Using the ACE 
Communities Scanning Tool to Determine Assets 
and Priorities 

• Healthy Eating for Children and Youth in Recreation 
and Community Centres 

• How to Set Up a Blog 

• Igniting Communities ChooseWell in Your 
Community 

• Inspiring Ideas for Preschool Teachers in School and 
Extracurricular Activities 

• Introducing a Dance Club into your After-School 
Programming 

• Introduction to Community Building 

• Introduction to Diversity Friendly Communities 

• Investing in Leisure Literacy 

• Kids at Hope...Helping Children and Youth Achieve 
Their Goals and Dreams 

• Leisure Education 

• More than Recreation Programs: An Active 
Community Strategy 

• Multi-Municipal Cooperation: Why and What? 

• ‘Nuts and Bolts’ of being an ACE Community 

• Orientation to ACE Communities for Contractors and 
Coaches 

• Orientation to Becoming an ACE Community 

• Overview of a Community Development Planning 
Framework 

The ACE/ARPA Google Search Appliance (GSA) provides 
visitors with a focused and filtered search of credible 
organizations and their resources within the fields of 
recreation and parks and quality of life (now searching 
45+ sites). Additionally, it provides these partner 
organizations with another way to reach outside their 
typical audiences, bring more traffic to their website, 
get statistics and keywords being used for searches, and 
garner feedback from the crawl that may help them with 
their own search engine optimization for Google.com’s 
search index and ranking system.  

The most significant recent accomplishment has been 
the installation and customization that allows for the 
integration of the Learning Centre that allows visitors 
to select, register and pay for participation in webinars 
hosted through the Adobe Connect platform. The 
flexibility and technology of the Adobe Connect platform 
allows the accommodation of different learning and 
presentation styles ensuring webinars that are both 
informative and interactive for all participants.  

C.  eLearning/Webinars 

Webinars have been held on an ongoing basis. Topics 
include: 

• ACE Communities....what rural Alberta has taught us 
about community building 

• Are We Making a Difference...measuring & evaluating 
the outcomes of our programs & services 

• Community Building for Food Security 

• Creative Ideas for Motivating Seniors Part 1: Tips and 
Tools 

• ACE Communities has been a great learning 
experience for our community and for me 
personally. As a result Calling Lake has been able to 
empower our youth with our new learned contacts 
and skills. 

• Creative Ideas for Motivating Seniors Part 2: Music 
and Props 

• Creative Strategies for Engaging with Youth 
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• Resources for Recreation and Parks Academics 

• Service Excellence in Municipal Recreation: What is it and how do we 
ensure we’re delivering it? 

• Tools and Resources for Enhancing Community Leadership 

• Tools for Community Leadership 

• Twittering Basics 

 While the initial take-up was slow (initial registration averaged about 10 
participants per webinar), recent webinars, including those for which there 
was a fee, ranged from 15-50 participants. It is also important to note that 
RADF funding has also supported training for approximately 15 instructors 
who have content expertise but required additional support and coaching 
to be able to deliver a meaningful learning experience online. This online 
delivery method is essential for rural Alberta. 

D. Community Building Workshops 

While not a specific deliverable of ACE, it was important for the ACE team to 
share the learnings as they evolved with communities other than the core 
partner communities. 

As a result, a full day Community Building Workshop Session was developed 
and delivered across Alberta and beyond. As well as providing more 
community leaders with training, these face to face workshops ensured the 
relationship building that ultimately led to those willing to engage in online 
learning, and allowed for the promotion of ARPA programs e.g. Communities 
in Bloom, High Five etc. Communities included Airdrie/Irricana, Banff, Bashaw, 
Brooks, Camrose, Canmore, Carstairs, Crowsnest Pass (Blairmore), Drumheller/
East Coulee, Flagstaff County – Sedgewick, Fort Saskatchewan, Grande Cache, 
Hanna, Hobemma (Samson Cree Nation, Sunchild), Jasper, Kitscoty, Mannville, 
Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Okotoks, Red Deer County, St. Albert, Tsuu T’ina, 
and Youngstown. 

E. Community Building Resources 

Extensive tools and resources have been developed by ACE staff, contractors, 
and local leaders to assist with community building e.g. ACE planning 
framework, virtual collections, leadership style assessment, community 
scanning tool, community leadership competencies. All are available within 
the ACE Communities website and the ACE leaders intranet. 

The creation of our youth group 
is a direct offspring of the ACE 
Communities project. Although the 
Crimson “build a bike” program 
was originally a only a dream, it 
has unfolded due to the guidance 
provided by ACE Communities. 

Local Leader Calling Lake
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The Toolkit for Community Leadership which was designed to assist leaders 
in applying a community development approach to planning was also 
published by ARPA and has generated significant revenue. 

Working with Alberta Communities and Cooperatives Association (ACCA), 
the six community leadership competencies have been refined in order to be 
more appropriate for emerging young leaders (age 13-30).  

See http://acecommunities.ca/market/ for more details about the book called 
“Leadership for Active, Creative and Engaged Communities. 

Toolkit sales remain strong. Additionally, the City of Edmonton is using the 
ACE Communities Planning Framework to develop training and supports for 
City of Edmonton Staff in their work with neighbourhoods. 

F.  Arts, Cultural and Heritage Activities 

ACE Communities has found arts and cultural activities have the potential to 
be at the heart of rural Alberta communities. 

Dancing, music, arts, and festivals are increasingly being seen as bringing 
colour, life and excitement, and contributing to building lively, cohesive 
communities that have strong identities and a sense, and pride, of place. 

Investment in arts and culture are more typically viewed as an investment 
that makes communities more attractive and vibrant places and improves 
the quality of lives of citizens and the community as a whole. As outlined 
as one of the goals of The Spirit of Alberta policies, ARPA has found that 
this investment in culture (socially or economically) enhances community 
capacity and social cohesion. 

It is understood that cultural and social wellbeing are quality of life issues 
that are a priority in attracting and retaining people to a community. Families 
want to stay in communities that are rich and diverse with opportunities for 
personal development that include music, dance, drama, and art. 

ACE has also discovered that the arts, culture, and heritage (like many other 
recreational activities) act as safe access points for citizens to engage with 
their communities. 

The ARTS Tour had an enormous 
impact because it opened the 
lines of communication in the 
community and validated the need 
for arts and cultural activities. 

Michele Geistlinger, Longview 

As the result of ACE we are 
aware of initiatives and funding 
opportunities that we would 
otherwise not have known about. 

Cold Lake Local Leader 

ACE Communities taught me that 
my job is to unleash the passion 
and get out of the way. 

Elected Official
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Diverse groups often come together through the celebration of each other’s 
backgrounds and talents – whether that be through a music festival or 
cultural event. The arts, culture, and heritage allows us to bring together 
different generations as well as honour the traditions and practices of specific 
demographical groups like our Aboriginal people. 

While ACE has focused on helping to explore strategies for utilizing arts and 
culture in Alberta as vehicles for innovation, creativity and development, we 
have found that, through our work with 50+ communities across Alberta, that 
the interest and value of the arts in terms of building healthy citizens and 
their communities throughout Alberta is stronger than anticipated. 

Specific arts and cultural activities made possible as the result of ACE 
Communities include: 

a) Support of the resource paper: Developing and 
Revitalizing Rural Communities Through Arts and Creativity: An 
International Literature Review and Inventory of Resources  

At its inception, ARPA’s ACE Communities partnered with the Creative City 
Network of Canada (CCNC). The CCNC conducted a literature review of 
existing and original research to identify ‘best cultural practices’ in rural 
communities. The CCNC Rural Research project completed research directed 
by Dr. Nancy Duxbury and Heather Campbell at the Centre for Policy Studies 
on Culture and Communities at Simon Fraser University. 

b)  The ACE Alberta Rural Talent Showcase (ARTS) Tour 

The ACE ARTS Tour began as a competitive process that saw 30 communities 
applying for 4 spots in 2010. 

The successful applicants were the rural communities of Grande Cache (and 
the neighbouring Métis community of Susa Creek), Hanna, Longview, 
and Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation. These communities were chosen for the 
tour based on overall cultural impact, inclusion strategies for both local 
and surrounding community members, and whether they could be a seed 
opportunity for our partner organization - the Arts Touring Alliance of Alberta. 

1900 rural Albertans participated in the ACE ARTS Tour. 1350 of these 
participants were children and youth and 250 of these participants were 
seniors.  

Approximately 300 of the participants were First Nation or Aboriginal. 

Our community is not only physically 
different with various projects that 
have improved our community but 
ACE has developed leaders and 
provided tools for our community to 
continue with the engagement of our 
citizens. 

The community feels they have can 
have a say in how they want our 
community to look.  

They have taken ownership of the 
projects and continue to make 
improvements in the community. 

 The Lions Club has formed 
partnerships with sponsors that have 
been part of the ACE project. 

The AG Society has partnered with 
the town to provide activities and 
programs in our facilities.  

The Rec Complex had over 100 tyke 
soccer players practicing in our 8203 
sq. ft. centre this past week! Youth in 
the community now have a place to 
play. 

Using the ACE Communities 
“”Planning Framework for 
Community Development”” as a 
guide, we took the time to engage 
a variety of partners, built on our 
strengths and utilized existing 
knowledge, plans (that include the 
Active Community Strategy) and 
research to make informed decisions.  

ACE provided tools to guide the 
decision makers to prioritize 
our resources and plan for our 
community’s future. 

Local Leader Irricana 
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In the end, our submission was accepted … after we all 
did our happy dance … the real work began! This meant 
we had to decide on everything from a name and a logo 
to approaching Travel Alberta for marketing ideas and 
financial assistance. One of the things we initially wanted 
to do was not ask the business community for financial 
assistance if we could possibly help it, thinking they are hit 
up so much that we would try to make it on our own. Then 
somebody had a lightbulb and we realized we were doing 
our businesses a disservice by not letting them participate 
in what we expected to be an incredible celebration of all 
that was arts and culture in Didsbury. That seemingly minor 
decision created an incredible change in our expectations, 
as over 30 businesses took part, whether with in-kind or 
cash sponsorships. Every time a donation came in, our 
volunteers lit up and were energized to do even more! The 
end of September came and went. Our Mountain View Arts 
Festival was a great success! Our Saturday evening concert 
was sold out, the first time the high school band had ever 
had a sold out engagement! Over 50 entertainers and artists 
participated, ranging from painters and singers, to belly 
dancers, to a yoyo artist and a geodesic creation! The Library 
hosted a Writers Circle, Museum volunteers dressed the part 
and the place was hopping, the Community Engagement 
Site hosted seminars on digital art and screened films, we 
had Artists Trading Cards and a Collaborative Art piece that 
now adorns our library, and the Flash Mob during Streetfest 
was a real highlight. The schools were all involved, as were 
many “art-related” businesses in town. We all had a blast! 
Evaluations followed and the “what now” conversations 
happened – all of which led to another brainstorming 
session. It was decided we wanted MORE! So … long story 
short … in 2012 the Arts Festival volunteers incorporated the 
Mountain View Arts Society, an organization designed “to 
promote and encourage a variety of artistic opportunities 
and events for the enrichment and enjoyment of the 
general public”. Our 2012 events have been determined 
and we are now looking forward to hosting an Art Show 
& Sale during the Didsbury Art, Travel & Trade Expo on 
April 14 & 15; Mountain View Rocks, a rock concert at the 
beautiful outdoor amphitheatre in Memorial Park on July 
14th; and our Second Annual Mountain View Arts Festival 
on September 14 & 15! We are creating another website 
and a video as well! Besides hosting our own events, we 
are promoting arts, culture, and heritage events for other 

Participating sectors included: Aboriginal, Arts and 
Culture, Business, Education, Community at large, Elected 
Officials, FCSS, Health, Housing, Municipal, Non-profit, 
Recreation, Seniors, Sport, Youth and Children. 

For a more extensive report on the ACE ARTS Tour see this 
link. 

c) Alberta Arts Days 

In 2011, ACE hosted a teleconference (and online blog) 
related to the new funding for the Alberta Arts Days. Over 
twenty communities participated. As a result, a record 
number of rural communities applied for funding from 
Alberta Culture and Community Services and many were 
successful in their bid. 

One example of this success was the ACE Community of 
Didsbury. Not only did they receive funding to host an 
event as part of the Arts Days, their success enabled them 
to go on to form the Mountain View Arts Society. 

Here is Didsbury’s story as presented by Mountain View 
Arts Society President (and ACE leader) Kathleen Windsor: 

An ACE Leaders Teleconference on March 15, 2011 spurred 
volunteers in Didsbury to take up the challenge of hosting 
an event during Alberta Arts Days (AAD). Kathleen Windsor 
of Didsbury joined in on that teleconference and became 
very excited about the prospect the AAD grant provided 
the community. One e-mail to Nicole Aasen of Community 
Services, and an e-mail from Inez Kosinski of the Municipal 
Library, and a brainstorming session was scheduled 
less than 2 weeks after that initial phone call. Almost 20 
people attended that brainstorming session and everyone 
was gung-ho right from the start. We had writers, town 
councilors, business owners, artists, and reps from other 
non-profit organizations in attendance. The ideas ran 
swift and flowed from one to another. It was an incredible 
evening! We followed that brainstorming up with a survey of 
those ideas in order to set our priorities – what could we host 
… what could we handle … Next, of course, came figuring 
out a budget so we could submit our grant application 
to Alberta Arts Days. That required some red ink as well – 
some of our dreams simply could not be accommodated. 
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organizations, businesses, schools … you name it, we will be using our fanout 
system to help raise awareness for everyone in the Mountain View County area. 
“This is probably the most active, creative, and engaged group of people I have 
ever worked with,” says Society President Kathleen Windsor. “They share ideas, 
they compromise, they work together, they inspire each other. It’s amazing what 
we can accomplish when we don’t care who gets the credit.” 

ACE continued this advocacy of the newly renamed Alberta Culture Days in 
2012 by hosting an online info webinar related to the funding of the event as 
well as an accompanying blog. 

G.  Youth Engagement/Leadership 

Youth engagement has surfaced as an issue in virtually every community 
in rural Alberta where ACE Communities has had a presence. Many of 
the ACE partner communities have identified and been supported to 
implement youth related projects. For instance, Innisfail has held a Youth 
Forum, Sangudo has held a Youth and Seniors pool party, Didsbury has 
held several youth events, Drayton Valley has implemented a Mayor’s 
Youth Council, South Cooking Lake involved youth in their upgrade of an 
outdoor basketball court, Entwistle built a skateboard park and Vulcan is 
planning one, and Whitecourt and Alexis First Nation have made youth a 
priority in their planning. 

Working with Alberta Communities and Cooperatives Association (ACCA), 
the six community leadership competencies have been refined in order 
to be more appropriate for emerging young leaders (age 13-30). The 
competencies can be found at this link. 

ACE Communities has partnered with Alberta Community Cooperatives 
Association to strengthen their existing camp for youth leaders. Our key 
role has been assistance with marketing to expand their reach (see 2012 
brochure). Additionally, we have strengthened their existing curriculum by 
adding more content using the ACE leadership tools and the philosophy 
espoused by Kids at Hope. 

A variety of youth related ARPA programs and initiatives have been 
promoted via the ACE Community Building Workshops and on ACE leaders 
monthly conference calls. These include Sogo Active, High Five, Youth 
Development Through Recreation Services (YDRS), Kids at Hope, Children 
and Nature, and After School Programming.  

As the result of ACE Communities, 
Innisfail now has “Dr. Greg Ritson 
Bennett Park and Playground, 
an Off Leash Dog Park, a 
Neighbourhood Block Party 
Kit,, the Envision Innisfail Plan, 
Community Gardens, Green and 
Clean Community Clean Up, Seniors 
Resource Fair, Youth Resource Fair, 
and a new Downtown Community 
Gathering Area that will be under 
construction this summer. 

We’re seeing stronger leaders, 
increased volunteerism, a stronger 
sense of ownership and pride in our 
community, enhanced relationships 
and stronger communities (know 
my neighbor), and an increased 
awareness of resources available in 
the community. 

Local Leader Innisfail 
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Additionally, youth leaders in each community are being supported and 
provided with resources as they engage other youth in their own community. 
To date, support has been provided to youth in Drayton Valley, Calling Lake, 
Didsbury, Eckville, Kitscoty, and Leduc County. 

H.  Social Marketing Strategies 

The ACE and ARPA websites (www.acecommunities.ca and www.arpaonline.
ca) are key tools for social marketing and continue to be improved. Tweets are 
being posted on a daily basis (see http://twitter.com/aceupdate/), Blogs from 
15 bloggers (including ACE coaches , an elected official who is a local ACE 
leader, etc), and monthly newsletters continue to be distributed to over 1500 
registrants. See http://www.acecommunities.ca/newsletter/ for an archive of 
ACE newsletters).  

Because telling and listening to each other’s stories creates empathy among 
a group and helps people find things they have in common, community 
storytelling has been supported in ACE Communities. In bringing the diverse 
groups necessary for community building and innovation, storytelling can 
uncover unifying themes and commonalities and reasons for the different 
perspectives to work together. 

Through conference presentations, blogs, conference calls, videos, webcasts, 
workshops, interviews and reflective group conversations with local ACE 
leaders and their coaches, ACE has learned the power of stories. When ACE 
leaders tell their stories they somehow manage to build a bridge between 
the facts of their projects and plans and what it actually meant to put them 
into action. Their stories opened up the listeners into seeing how things could 
be different in their own communities and how they themselves could be 
the catalysts for that change. By sharing the value they placed on the quality 
of life in their communities they were able to convey hope that change is 
possible. 

 ACE stories continue to be told via the (1) ACE website, (2) photographs, 
http://www.acecommunities.ca/gallery/, (3) videos http://www.
acecommunities.ca/digital-media/ and (4) conferences. e.g. ARPA Conference, 
Alberta Ag Societies, Alberta Community Planners Association, National Rural 
Research Conference etc. 

Keep up with the leadership, 
and informing people of grant 
and fundraising opportunities, 
educational webinars etc. 

I like ACE. 

Keep up the good work. 

Didsbury Local Leader 

I am reading Brenda Herchmer’s 
new book – Leadership for Active 
Creative Engaged Communities 
- My dream would be to have our 
entire Town Council in Eckville read 
it as well as the town CEO. We can 
all learn and grow - the book is 
great. 

Eckville Local Leader 
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As previously mentioned, ARPA is working with the 
Leisure Information Network (LIN) and other provincial 
and territorial partners to pursue additional engagement 
strategies. 

B.  Service Excellence Program (SEP) 

ARPA has placed a priority on strengthening and 
positioning the recreation and parks profession. 

Vision is critical to that positioning and Foundations for 
Action: Enhancing the Quality of Life in Alberta and the 
Benefits DataBank have provided an inspiring direction. 

To ensure practitioners have the appropriate skills, 
knowledge, and attitudes, the Vocational Competencies 
for Recreation and Parks Practitioners have now been 
articulated. 

The missing piece, until now, has been an understanding 
of what constitutes “service excellence” and how the 
organizations responsible for delivering recreation and 
parks services can make it a reality. The Service Excellence 
Program was designed to address this need. Sustainability 
strategies and action to support all three priorities is also 
essential. 

The Service Excellence Program was developed with the 
purpose of: 

Helping municipal governments, and potentially 
other recreation and parks organizations, determine 
what organizational capacity needs to be in place 
to ensure excellence in the areas of program, parks, 
facilities, community building, and leadership and 
management. 

In essence, the Service Excellence Program (SEP) provides 
an awareness of comprehensive expectations and 
different approaches, opportunities to change and 
improve, and the identification of achievements and 
areas for celebration. 

I. Mainstream Publication 

Time and budget constraints did not allow for a 
mainstream publication to be written within the 
framework of the ACE Communities project. However 
project director, Brenda Herchmer has written and self 
published a book called Leadership for Active Creative 
Engaged Communities that reflects many of the learnings 
garnered from ACE. The book is available for purchase 
at a number of locations including Amazon.com in both 
printed and e-versions. 

The book is presented as six competencies for community 
leadership, with each being expanded with indicators 
and stories illustrating what can be done to ensure active, 
creative, and engaged communities. The book has been 
described by iUniverse editors as “valid, original and 
informative” and “...the content is a nice mix of pragmatic 
and inspirational...a writing style that is both authoritative 
and warm”. 

4. ACTIVITIES SPECIFIC TO RECREATION  
 & PARKS 

A.  Benefits DataBank and Hub 

The Benefits DataBank documents the outcomes and 
benefits that are potentially delivered by recreation, 
parks, arts, culture, heritage, and active living. It now 
references links to over 750 research studies. See http://
benefitshub.ca/. This brief tutorial explains more about 
its value and how to use it http://benefits.arpahub.ca/
databank-tutorial/. 

While the original data was collected using a program 
that contributed to a collaborative approach for 
finding and uploading research called FileMaker Pro, all 
research was recently migrated to an updated version 
of Expression Engine (EE2). This will contribute to its 
ongoing sustainability, as ARPA and ACE websites, and 
FITS are using the same technologies, allowing staff 
the ability to update content without being reliant on a 
webmaster. 



28

• Expert panels were established, one for each 
module, to bring the best available operational 
expertise to the table (147 volunteers were involved) 

• 8 pilot additional communities were introduced to 
the draft assessment tool in 2011 

As of January 2012, 10 communities are now being 
supported to implement the program in 2012 These 
include Hinton, Canmore, Leduc, Devon, Thorsby, 
Cardel Place (Calgary), Wetaskiwin, Calgary 
Community Neighbourhood Services, Lac La Biche, 
Stettler, and Airdrie 

The framework, model and approach based will continue 
to be refined 

Updates about the research are being promoted 
publicly on the Service Excellence Blog at http://
serviceexcellencearpa.blogspot.com/2011/03/second-
round-review-by-expert-panels.html 

Sustainability strategies are being developed by ARPA 

C.  Trends Research 

FITS (Facility Inventory Tracker System) will ultimately 
enable communities to: 

• Compare their operational data to provincial 
averages 

• Through data analysis and informed best practices, 
increase the efficiency and quality of their own 
recreation facility operations (e.g. ice arenas, pools, 
curling rinks, community halls). 

• Work collectively toward strengthening community 
recreation facilities as a Community of Practice (CoP). 

The trends research has been completed and can 
be found at http://foresight-trendscan.blogspot.
com/2009/06/professional-competencies-and.html 

When service excellence is promoted, staff, elected 
officials, and community stakeholders are more confident 
that recreation, sports, fitness, active living, arts, culture, 
heritage, community building and parks programs and 
services are being delivered effectively. Perhaps more 
importantly, it will ensure that the work of recreation 
and parks is a critical investment that enhances quality 
of life and delivers individual, social, environmental, and 
economic impact. 

For more information about the Service Excellence 
Program see this link. 

The Service Excellence research is focused on the 
development of an assessment framework and system 
that will help communities define, monitor, and recognize 
outstanding performance in recreation, parks, arts, 
culture and community-building organizations and 
agencies. The development process began in May 2010 
and will be continued by ARPA. 

To date, the following steps have been undertaken: 

• refinement of the initial discussion paper based on 
feedback from the ARPA/ACE leadership team 

• an international scan for assessment tools that 
informed our development process 

• cataloguing all assessment tools within a platform 
called Diigo, to capture existing resources that can 
be used for this and future initiatives See http://
www.diigo.com/list/kbalmer/service-excellence-
framework 

• preparation of an early draft of each of five modules 
(community building, programs, facilities, parks, 
management) that identify core organizational 
competencies, practice guidelines, and quality 
indicators for each module 

• hosted an invited leadership forum at the ARPA 
annual gathering in Jasper in October 2010 - inviting 
critical review to see if we were on the right track. 
Participants indicated strong support for the 
principles and directions being taken, and offered a 
great deal of constructive feedback. 
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Although not yet complete, FITS will ultimately enable 
communities to: 

• Compare their operational data to provincial 
averages 

• Through data analysis and informed best practices, 
increase the efficiency and quality of their own 

• Recreation facility operations (e.g. ice arenas, pools, 
curling rinks, community halls). 

• Work collectively toward strengthening community 
recreation facilities as a Community of Practice (CoP). 

The Facility Inventory Tracking System (FITS) was 
designed to collect, analyze, and report on all aspects of 
community recreation and parks facilities in Alberta. 

FITS was initially developed as an opportunity for 
municipal partners and allied stakeholders to engage in 
a common, integrated, and comprehensive inventory of 
community recreation facilities across the province. 

The challenge has been that ultimately, as practitioners 
were consulted, the scope of the information collected 
was broadened to track and analyze trends and provide a 
consistent mechanism for data collection and comparison 
– in essence, to provide more of an understanding of the 
state of the sector from a recreation facilities perspective. 

It has become clearer that we need to separate and 
consider designs for “inventory” apart from “state of the 
sector” as Inventory is a database, state of the sector is a 
survey. 

As a result, work is taking place on both. See the 
inventory database at http://fits.arpaonline.ca/ and the 
survey at http://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/460571/FITS-
Overall-Facility. 

Research has been organized into the following 
categories: 

•  Macro-Trends: the Big Picture (3) 

• Leisure Trends (12) 

• General Leisure Activity Trends (6) 

• Fitness Trends (8) 

• Sport Trends (7) 

• Arts and Culture Trends (11) 

• Outdoor Recreation Trends (7) 

• Parks and Protected Area Trends (2) 

• Tourism Trends (5) 

• Heritage Trends (3) 

• Facility Management Trends (1) 

• Parks Management Trends (1) 

• Community Trends (1) 

• Rural Trends (3) 

• Management/Governance Trends (6) 

• Volunteerism trends (2) 

• Marketing/Communication Trends (5) 

• Resource Development/Funding Trends (6) 

 

D.  FITS 

Facility Inventory Tracking System/Database 

 ARPA’s Facility Inventory Tracker System (FITS) was 
designed to collect, analyze, and report on all aspects 
of community recreation and parks facilities in Alberta. 
With the guidance of ARPA’s Infrastructure and Utilities 
Committee, the FITS system has been developed to 
capture information that is in high demand from Alberta 
Communities. 
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Consultation with municipal recreation facility operators has resulted in: 

• extensive and meaningful fields 

• a well-received landing page 

• data from 200 recreation facilities (public sector) 

• support and endorsement has been received from the sector 

• extensive in-kind support from DataRange (a potential and valuable long 
term corporate partner) 

• a potential partnership with AUMA is being pursued (FITS in general, and 
with “energy efficiency” modules more specifically) 

• interest from Alberta Association of Agricultural Societies as a potential 
partner 

• the possibility of a pan Canadian roll out 

• learning that municipalities are ready and willing to input their own data 

• advocacy with provincial government officials for potential enrichment 
funding (an application for up to $600,000 over three years remains 
pending) 

Until additional funding is in place, ARPA is unable to formalize and launch 
the survey of facilities. However, the ARPA CEO has a scheduled meeting with 
AUMA to develop strategies for moving this forward.  

E.  Lieutenant Governor’s Active  
 Communities Awards 

As the result of the RADF Funding, the biennial Lieutenant Governor’s 
Leadership for Active Communities Award program was established to 
recognize the achievements of the individuals and groups that are leading 
their communities in strategic change that results in increased citizen 
engagement and high levels of participation in recreation, sport, and active 
living leading to healthier people and communities. 

The most recent awards ceremony took place May 26, 2011 in Edmonton 
at the TELUS World of Science. Read more about the award recipients and 
honourable mentions in the official news release. 

 View photos from the awards ceremony 

A transcript of the ceremony’s keynote address delivered by Gail Surkan, 
Honourary Director for the Recreation for Life Foundation. 

I’m not in any way discouraged. 
We see all around us significant 
efforts to promote healthy lifestyles 
– within our education, health, 
legal and regulatory systems, 
for example. Our media is full of 
helpful information and even 
our employers are starting to pay 
attention. 

And all of these can indeed carry us 
part of the way. But the real heavy 
lifting has to be done in a much 
more organic and sustainable 
way within our daily personal and 
family lives. And the key to this for 
me – and I passionately believe 
this – is encompassed within that 
one powerful, but perhaps overused 
word --“community”. 

Gail Surkan, Honourary Director 
for the Recreation for Life 

Foundation 

 Keynote Address Lieutenant 
Governor’s Leadership for Active 

Communities Award Program 
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F.  Aboriginal Summit and CoP 

While resources to provide extensive support for Aboriginal communities 
were not budgeted within this initiative, ACE Communities has been able to: 

Develop a listserv of Aboriginal Recreation Directors and shared regular 
ACE Communities updates. As a result they are receiving information about 
resources, ARPA initiatives such as Kids at Hope etc. 

Convene Alberta’s first ever Aboriginal Recreation Summit 

Hold monthly teleconferences for recreation staff within aboriginal 
communities from across the province to promote networking and sharing as 
a “Community of Practice (CoP)” 

Organized sessions at the ARPA annual conference specifically to address 
aboriginal issues 

Hosted one day community building workshops in communities such as 
Hobbema and Tsuu Tina 

Seed interest with funders to potentially invest in implementing the ACE 
Communities change process in one or more aboriginal communities. 

G.  Kids at Hope 

Kids at Hope is a belief system, supported by strategies, which demonstrates 
“All Children are Capable of Success, No Exceptions.” 

The goal of making success obtainable for all kids becomes adapted by the 
entire culture with the support resulting from the collaboration of individuals, 
educational institutions, and other organizations and businesses in the 
community. 

Kids at Hope inspires, empowers, and transforms families, youth-serving 
organizations (schools, recreation and parks departments, non-profit 
organizations, etc.) and entire communities to create an environment where 
all children are capable of success, no exceptions! 

Originating in Phoenix, Arizona an extensive amount of research was 
conducted and concluded that the stereotypes that are often associated with 
kids and negative impacts are created as the result of harmful labels. Their 
findings resulted in the term Kids at Hope being coined as a positive strategy 
which could be used as a tool to reverse the negative paradigm surrounding 
today’s youth. 

In Wabasca, we needed something 
beyond another program. Kids at 
Hope brings hopefulness and the 
flow for community development 
that connects the other programs in 
the community. Kids at Hope goes 
beyond positive thinking and goes 
into the practical applications of 
enriched living.  

Wabasca Recreation Manager 

“It’s about changing the thinking 
of the community. Here we look at 
(the youth) as being amazing and 
full of gifts. And that’s how we want 
the community to think. It’s not just 
about us or teachers telling them 
they will be successful. It’s about 
an intricate relationship with an 
adult… Somebody tagging the side 
of the high school with spray paint 
can be introduced to an adult artist 
who can get their art out.”

Monica Soltys-Starrett, Strathmore 
SYC After 3 Youth Enhancement 

Program in an interview with the 
Strathmore Standard 

“Kids at Hope will have a huge 
impact on our community. As 
a small community, I feel that 
having a culture of helping a 
child succeed on their own terms 
brings such confidence and hope. 
I look so forward to sharing/giving 
my “ACES” to the children in our 
community. I feel excited and 
energized to put this into practice 
and share this information with 
others.”  

Participant at Bashaw School 
Hopeology session 
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After gaining increased acceptance and momentum in communities and 
cities throughout the United States, the Alberta Recreation and Parks 
Association through the ACE Communities initiative and RADF support was 
able to introduce Kids at Hope across the province beginning in 2009. 

In April 2010, ARPA/ACE welcomed the Kids at Hope Founder and Chief 
Treasure Hunter, Rick Miller, to Alberta for the 2010 Tour of Hope. The Tour 
was highlighted by visits to eight of the pilot communities and organizations 
(Calling Lake, Paddle Prairie, High Level, Bashaw, Hanna, Red Deer, and 
Airdrie, along with stops in Camrose and Olds. Subsequent visits by Rick 
Miller have included Train-the-Trainer seminars in Calling Lake and Grande 
Prairie, as well as providing training to over 150 employees of the Battle 
River School Division. 

Throughout 2010, over 250 Albertans attended a presentation of Kids at 
Hope, with an additional 150 people participating in a Hopeology seminar. 
Additionally, over 40 people have participated in a Train-the-Trainer seminar.” 

Currently, Kids at Hope is in the pilot phase in ten communities across Alberta. 
In 2011 ARPA welcomed Kids at Hope Founder Rick Miller back to Alberta, 
where he made stops in Smokey Lake, and also led another successful Train 
the Trainer Academy in Grande Prairie.  

H.  Professional Development 

Ongoing development of online resources for enhancing community 
leadership (organized within the framework of the already identified 
competencies) 

The virtual library of resources for both (1) community leadership 
competencies and the (2) recreation practitioner competencies, are 
functional, and are now formatted. There are already approximately 650 
resources identified, bookmarked, vetted, and tagged to the specific 
competencies and indicators. Ultimately these “collections” will become part 
of the Resource Library of the evolving Normie Kwong Centre for Community 
Recreation Excellence. 

I.  Centre of Excellence 

It may be that some of the assets developed by ACE Communities as 
the result of RADF funding can be transitioned to the broader umbrella 
of a Centre of Excellence - The Normie Kwong Centre for Community 
Recreation Excellence. 

We’ve learned to value more and 
incorporate the voice of youth in 
our decisions. We’ve also learned 
to place more value on arts and 
culture in the community since the 
ACE initiative. 

Local ACE Leader 

Power can and needs to shift from 
top to bottom. Passion can be an 
equal form of prosperity. 

Participant ACE Community 
Building Workshop 

“Through ACE, we will end up with a 
Recreation Master Plan, a volunteer 
management system, and support 
for getting grants. The Recreation 
Director will assist the organizations 
with grant applications – the 
experience of the Recreation 
Director in completing the forms 
will be beneficial to all groups…
We’re getting everyone working 
together in the same direction and 
establishing community priorities in 
the recreation area. 

Eckville ACE Leader 
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K.  Leisure Education/Leisure Literacy 

RADF funding has allowed ARPA to refocus on the 
importance of Leisure Education/ Leisure Literacy as a key 
foundation for the field of recreation and parks. A number 
of webinars have been offered on the subject and it was 
also the subject of a paper commissioned for the National 
Recreation Summit held in Lake Louise in October 2011. 

As the result of the relationships built with Kids at Hope, 
leisure education has also become a core component of 
their curriculum. Both the ACE Director Brenda Herchmer 
and ARPA staff member Carol Petersen have presented 
leisure education training at the Kids at Hope Masters 
Institute. 

A key collection of resources relating to leisure education 
has also been developed at this link. 

5.  ADDITIONAL BENEFITS 

Although not initially anticipated, there were a number 
additional benefits delivered by ACE Communities. 

The ACE Communities funding of $6 million (Rural 
Alberta Development Fund, Cenovus, Encana, Canwest 
Media) made possible a wide variety of programs, 
services, research, and resource development that has: 

• contributed to the increased visibility and utilization 
of ARPA programs and services across rural Alberta 

• enhanced credibility by allowing ARPA to serve new 
markets (particularly the communities interested in 
community building) e.g. aboriginal, arts and culture 

• allowed ARPA to tackle projects not previously viable 

• created a significant legacy of assets and knowledge 

• positioned ARPA as an organization that can 
assist communities to be “future-ready” by using 
recreation and parks as a catalyst for “comprehensive 
community transformation” 

A study on the feasibility of a $10 – 20 million campaign 
has been completed by ARPA’s sister agency (Recreation 
for Life Foundation) using this Case Statement to provide 
more background information. 

Three key potential sustainability strategies (still in 
the draft stage) evolving from this initiative that could 
potentially support The Normie Kwong Centre for 
Community Recreation Excellence are the (1) “Campus 
for Community Building” and potential Certification 
Programs and (2) the packaging of ACE Communities as 
a “social franchise”, and (3) Targeted Sponsorship (i.e. 
FaceBook and Google Ads). 

J.  Research: The Use and Benefits of Local  
 Government Recreation and Parks  
 Services 

The predecessor of ACE (Alberta Active Communities) 
completed an extensive survey on the public 
perception of the benefits of recreation and parks. 

ACE built on the existing valuable data by 
commissioning a secondary analysis of the data by 
University of Alberta’s Dr. Elizabeth Halpennny. The 
following was explored within the context of the data 
set: Urban and Rural Recreation and Parks Use and 
Benefits. 

Findings released in the 2008 ARPA recreation and 
parks services study indicated that rural residents of 
Alberta experience less access opportunities to park 
and recreation services. For example, nearly one-third 
of Alberta’s rural residents have no park or playground 
within walking distance; in contrast only 4% of urban 
residents reported no park or play ground within 
walking distance. 
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It is also clear that this comprehensive or community 
wrap-around change requires community leaders 
working across sectors to lever local assets and focus 
on challenges. 

An emphasis on collaboration, partnerships, networks, 
and other joint efforts to address specific issues and 
challenges, is nothing new. However, it is clearer 
that ACE resulted in community transformation and 
collective impact because different sectors worked 
together to leverage community assets and to address 
specific social, economic, or environmental issues. 

Whether it’s improving quality of life, creating jobs, 
reducing youth outmigration, improving main streets, 
utilizing technology and social media, reducing 
and preventing childhood obesity, ensuring safer 
communities, becoming more diversity-friendly etc., ACE 
Communities made it clear that large-scale community 
change comes from better cross-sector coordination 
rather than from the isolated intervention of individual 
organizations, businesses, or government departments. 
Greater progress can be made in alleviating many of our 
most serious and complex community challenges when 
non-profits, governments, businesses, and the public 
are brought together to develop a common vision and 
agenda to create collective impact. 

Too often, we’ve overlooked the potential for 
collective impact because we are used to focusing on 
independent action as the primary vehicle for change 
and growth. RADF funding and applied research has 
enabled ACE Communities to develop innovative 
frameworks, tools, and resources for tapping that 
potential and creating synergistic results.  

• built a provincial network that will be conducive to 
rolling out any future province-wide initiatives 

• develop new relationships and potential 
partnerships with organizations such as Alberta 
Rural Development Network, Alberta Association 
of Agriculture Societies, Alberta Communities and 
Cooperatives Associations, 4-H etc. 

• ongoing support was provided to develop the 
front line ACE leaders in our partner communities 
as a Community of Practice (CoP). Additionally, and 
unexpectedly, we also saw our contract staff and 
community development coaches evolving as a CoP. 
Work was also initiated on the development of a CoP 
for emerging leaders. At their request, conference 
calls shifted to become more about learning related 
to a specific topic rather than simply being about 
updates 

• provided an opportunity to verify the importance 
of eLearning as a key vehicle for supporting rural 
Alberta 

• verify that recreation, parks, arts, culture and 
heritage are viewed by rural residents as being 
essential components of active, creative, and 
engaged communities 

6.  IMPACT OF ACE COMMUNITIES 

While ACE Communities began as an initiative that 
focused on the leadership, collaboration, and innovation 
required to improve quality of life in rural Alberta, it has 
become clearer that a change process has evolved that 
results in sustainable, collective impact and, when done 
effectively, comprehensive community transformation.  

The ACE Communities framework for this 
transformative change results in neighbourhoods, 
communities, and regions able to respond to an 
increasingly fast paced and complex society and 
economy, and, work together to ensure a different 
kind of future. This practical how-to knowledge is 
generating interest across Canada and beyond.  
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Local leaders in communities who successfully applied the ACE Change 
process: 

• learned to suspend judgment and see the value of different perspectives 

• found new ways to reduce conflict and work together 

• developed a community-driven and owned vision and values 

• challenged the status quo 

• evolved new and innovative initiatives 

• created conditions for learning and growth 

• included the entire community rather than a select few or the traditional 
elite 

• decided for themselves what would work, how, and why 

• found hope and optimism 

• learned they should, and could, take responsibility for making a 
difference in their community 

• continue to grow and evolve socially, environmentally, and economically 

Additionally, a key impact of ACE Communities has been the legitimization 
of the importance of community building as an essential foundation for 
positioning rural communities to respond and thrive within an increasingly 
complex world. 

Community building is a “field of practices directed toward the creation or 
enhancement of community among individuals within a regional area (such 
as a neighbourhood) with a common interest. It is sometimes encompassed 
under the field of community development” (2009, Wikipedia.org). 

However, community development is often interpreted in many ways, 
sometimes failing to convey that fundamentally it is about making sure 
stakeholders are empowered to control decisions, projects, programs, and 
policies that affect them as a community.  

The term community building is a less ambiguous and therefore more 
appropriate terminology because, regardless of how one interprets or 
defines the term community building, it will be accurate because ultimately 
community building is simply about being a catalyst for change that results 
in positive impact. That change could be manifested in the short term as a 
quick-win project or initiative that builds trusted relationships, or, as a longer 
term, community-driven and owned planning process. Both are crucial and 
will require parallel efforts.  

 Too often, we’ve overlooked the 
potential for collective impact 
because we are used to focusing on 
independent action as the primary 
vehicle for change and growth. 
RADF funding and applied research 
has enabled ACE Communities to 
develop innovative frameworks, 
tools, and resources for tapping that 
potential and creating synergistic 
results.  

I am better at asking for help. I’ve 
become better at organizing the 
masses and guiding the process, 
rather than being so hands-on that                          
other people are standing around 
asking ‘now what?’ 

Local ACE Leader 
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Community building typically involves applying a community development 
approach in order to cultivate relationships and engage citizens. This often 
occurs within the context of (1) facilitating the development and ongoing 
growth of individuals and community organizations that are delivering 
programs, services, and facilities; and (2) serving as a catalyst for linking 
individuals and groups around common issues. This linking often results in 
the formation of both formal and informal networks, coalitions, and alliances.  

The ACE Communities team works with local leaders to enhance 
organizational capacity building, support the development of leaders, 
provide opportunities for training and learning, facilitate, coach, and mentor. 
In practice, this community building often seems to be a blend of practitioner 
competencies related to both science and art. 

Unfortunately, ACE Communities has struggled to find support or investment 
to ensure sustainability for this essential community building support, or for 
the training and education required to ensure these competencies are widely 
available. 

However, ACE Communities has developed the competencies and many of 
the resources that could be utilized to further this training. The challenge 
remains as to how this work can be continued and sustained. 

The significant and sustainable impact within the existing ACE Communities 
has been possible and will continue as the result of (1) strengthened 
local leadership that is collaborative and innovative in nature and an (2) 
understanding and commitment of the power and potential of citizen driven 
planning. 

With strong local leadership and a commitment to citizen driven planning, 
the growth and development, and therefore sustainability of ACE efforts in 
local communities, has been assured.  

 Perhaps the key impact made by ACE Communities and the methodology for 
community change that evolved was its ability to convey hope that citizens 
living in rural communities can make a difference in their communities. 

 

A key impact of ACE Communities 
has been the legitimization of the 
importance of community building 
as an essential foundation for 
positioning rural communities 
to respond and thrive within an 
increasingly complex world. 

The greatest challenge has been 
the sustainability of the more 
generic and widespread community 
building work that is cross-sectoral 
in nature. 
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7.  SUSTAINABILITY 

From the beginning of the initiative, significant effort has been placed on 
developing strategies to sustain the work initiated by ACE Communities. 
The intent was to move research, learning, and support for communities 
of practice into a Centre of Excellence. Many of the other more recreation-
specific elements would be absorbed within existing ARPA portfolios. 

This has not been without its challenges as the result of the (1) complexity of 
the initiative, (2) the diverse elements it contains, and (3) the ongoing costs 
of maintaining an infrastructure (particularly the technology) designed to 
deliver across an entire province. 

While as a relatively small and nimble non-profit, ARPA brings an 
entrepreneurial edge and great flexibility, it is hampered by the reality of 
having only minimal core funding to sustain its work and a reliance on project 
funding. 

As the table below will indicate, many of the more recreation-specific 
elements of the initiative have been readily accepted by the ARPA Board 
and CEO and will be sustained on a fee-for-service basis or via corporate and 
government grants or in partnership with provincial and national recreation-
focused partnerships. 

The greatest challenge has been the sustainability of the more generic and 
widespread community building work that is cross-sectoral in nature.  

Sustainability has been made more complex by the fact that it has only 
become clear within the last six months that ACE Communities has evolved 
into a methodology and change framework for what one futurist has 
described as “Comprehensive Community Transformation”. 

As a result, it is not so much ACE Communities that needs to be sustained but 
rather the actual change methodology. 

Whereas RADF has been innovative and systems-thinking in its funding, it has 
been a challenge to find and secure funding to fit this type of work given that 
most funders are still funding within one specific sector e.g. health, justice, 
recreation, youth, education.  

However, ARPA will continue to explore the potential of this work with their 
network of existing provincial partners e.g. Alberta Rural Development Network 
(ARDN), Alberta Association of Agricultural Societies (AAAS), Alberta Community 
and Co-operative Association (ACCA), and Alberta 4-H. 

Communities can achieve great 
things together. Most small rural 
communities do not necessarily 
have the expertise to foster the 
community development and 
capacity building that is needed 
within a community.

…building community leadership, 
engaging community members, 
and planning for the future of our 
communities requires support. 

Building leadership within our 
community and having support 
readily accessible through ACE 
Communities has been essential for 
the process that we are now actively 
engaged in. 

We are still connected to ACE – we 
know we can call, email, text for 
suggestions, ideas, support… 

We have a great community – we 
have been supported to continue to 
build on that. 

We believe that our community is 
a better place today because we 
became involved with ACE and 
all the great resources that are 
available. We look at ACE as our 
anchor - even today after our formal 
support has ended.  

Eckville Local Leader 
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The table below reflects the various elements of the initiative and the potential or existing sustainability strategies: 

ELEMENT SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGIES
Benefits DataBank & Hub • Strategies are being developed in collaboration with the Leisure 

Information Network (LIN) and other provincial and territorial recreation 
associations

• LIN has been actively involved in its development and maintenance 

• Marketing efforts will focus on promoting awareness and use and the 
development of the sustainability strategies that have been generated

Collections (resources related to 12 
recreation competencies) 

• May be a potential framework for a certification model for recreation 
and parks practitioners

• Strategies being developed in collaboration with the Leisure 
Information Network (LIN) and other provincial and territorial recreation 
associations

• Competencies and virtual collections have not yet been widely 
promoted but will be referred to the ARPA Professional Development 
Committee for recommendations

Community Building Workshops • Will continue to be offered by ARPA on a fee for service basis (contract 
out the delivery). To date, 27 workshops have been held across Alberta 
and another 5 in other parts of the country (London, Region of Peel, 
Whitehorse) 

Diversity Project • Will continue to be directed by ARPA staff
Elearning Platform • Will be integrated within ARPA and supported by their own projects 

• Additionally, it will continued to be developed as a social enterprise 
(rent out the platform to other organizations needing to deliver training 
or meet online) 

FITS (Facility Inventory Tracking System) • On hold until future funding confirmed ($600,000 application has been 
submitted and endorsed by AUMA)

• ARPA CEO has a meeting scheduled to determine strategies for moving 
it forward

Google Search Appliance • Is already linked to both the ARPA and ACE websites and could 
potentially be added to other provincial partner websites (this 
sustainability strategy is currently being tested by LIN with 
ParticipAction)

Interactive Portal /Knowledge Centre 
(www.acecommunities.ca)

• Direction not yet clear but there is potential to sustain it in part via a 
new $1.5 million project with Alberta Health Services

Kids at Hope • Will be continued on a fee for service basis by ARPA
Leadership Resources • Contained within the ACE Communities website (or what it evolves to 

become http://collections.arpahub.ca/community/
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ELEMENT SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGIES
Lieutenant Governor’s Leadership for 
Active Communities Awards

• Consideration is being given to merging this event with the Recreation 
for Life Foundation and their Recreation Industry Awards

• Intent is to offer it as a biennial event 

• Sponsorship will be sought for the 2013 event

• The Lieutenant Governor has offered to host it at Government House
Ongoing coaching & support 40+ 
communities

• On hold pending new contracts

• With strong local leadership and a commitment to citizen driven 
planning, the growth and development, and therefore sustainability of 
ACE efforts in local communities, has been assured. 

• A related $1.5 million contract with Alberta Health Services has been 
secured that will build on the work of ACE Communities and focus 
efforts on the development of locally driven plans for becoming an 
active community 

Professional Development • Consideration being given to contracting on a fee for service or 
percentage basis to private contractors until revenue can support a full 
or part time staff position within ARPA

Service Excellence Program...assessing 
organizational competency in the 
delivery of recreation and parks

• Support is being continued by ARPA for 10 communities 

• Sustainability strategies will continue to be developed e.g. provincial/
territorial partnerships 

Technology Infrastructure • Infrastructure includes ACE and ARPA websites, benefitshub, collections, 
Learning Centre, Adobe Connect, google search appliance, etc. 

• Builds, integration, changes and challenges will be sustained by the 
AHS contract and other ARPA project funding

Trends Research • Potential funding will be sought to continue to update this valuable 
research

Webinars • Can be supported on an ongoing basis by eLearning coordinator 

• Cost of eLearning coordinator will be charged to individual ARPA 
projects e.g. Communities ChooseWell, Kids at Hope
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8.  TRANSFERABILITY 

As discussed elsewhere this report, there are many elements of ACE 
Communities that have can be adapted or adopted by other rural Alberta 
communities. 

The most important of these are the transferable frameworks, tools and 
resources related to “comprehensive community transformation”. 

As the result of a growing awareness of the need to address escalating health 
costs, as well as to ensure more diversity-friendly communities, it has also 
been determined that the ACE Communities change framework could be 
utilized to address more narrowly focused interests. 

There have also been significant learnings related to how technology can be 
utilized for community building e.g. knowledge management, interactive 
learning, supporting communities of practice etc. 

The tools and resources related to identifying, supporting, and developing 
community leaders are also transferable to other sectors and communities. 

9.  FINANCIAL INFORMATION 

See separate document for financial report. 

10.  LEARNINGS FROM ACE COMMUNITIES 

The key learnings that follow have been compiled on behalf of the ACE 
Communities Team by Project Director Brenda Herchmer. They are based 
on the team’s regular observations and reflections, ongoing interactions 
with community leaders, coaches and others (e.g. retreats, reflective 
evaluation meetings, blogs, teleconferences), as well as the findings and 
previous reflective conversations covered in the Achievement Report. 

These learnings have emerged as ACE Communities has evolved, 
consistent with a developmental evaluation approach and reflecting a 
combination of intuitive, tacit knowledge (or what Donald Schon, in The 
Reflective Practitioner, calls ‘knowledge-in-practice) with various types 
of data gathered from internal and external evaluation activities and 
integrated with that practice-based knowledge.2 

“As local communities and 
regions attempt to respond to an 
increasingly fast paced and complex 
society, pockets of ‘transformational 
change’ have only recently begun to 
emerge. 

From a global perspective, ACE 
Communities is one of a very few 
initiatives that, in my opinion, is 
well on the way to understanding 
how to design and implement the 
new concept of “Comprehensive 
Community Transformation”. 

Their transferable frameworks, 
tools, and resources are some of the 
most innovative and important I 
have seen.” 

Rick Smyre, Communities of the 
Future and Global Rural Networks 

2 Schon, D.A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: how professionals think in action. 
New York, NY: Basic Books. 
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The essential core learning, and subsequent premise and promise of ACE 
Communities, is the understanding that the common denominator of 
successful and innovative rural communities is a strong cohort of local 
leaders. 

A.  Albertans Want to Make a Difference 

ACE Communities has identified and tapped into a hunger and desire among 
many rural Albertans who want to serve the public good and ultimately make 
a difference in their communities. 

Motivated by deep collective values and a desire to be part of something 
meaningful, relevant, and greater than themselves, there is also a sense that 
the current system isn’t working and that as Albertans, “We can do better”. 

The stories of ACE Communities reflect new ways of leading and working 
together, new understandings and beliefs, new ways of knowing and 
learning, breaking down old ways of doing things, and opening new avenues 
for solving problems. 

When citizens are invited and empowered to participate through ACE 
Communities, new, thoughtful and deep ways to collaborate are found, and 
smart and different action results. Most importantly, citizens accept that they 
have a responsibility to work together with government, business, non-
profits, and elected officials to co-create a better future. 

A retiree from Carstairs who first got involved after attending an ACE 
Communities ignite event put it this way, “Hearing about, and being invited 
to participate in making our community a better place, was a reminder that 
none of us can ever retire from being a citizen”. 

The local leadership team from the town of Trochu shared one of their 
key learnings at an ACE Communities retreat when they summed up their 
unparalleled success in facilitating community change. They explained that 
they had engaged citizens, organizations, and businesses with what has 
become their new mantra, ”Because it never hurts to ask!” 

As the result of ACE Communities, 
we know Innisfail will never be 
the same again. It used to be 
that citizens would come to the 
municipality and ask for services. 
For example they might say, ‘You 
need to build us a community 
garden’. 

Now they are more likely to come 
to us and say, ‘We’d like to build a 
community garden, can you help 
us?’ 

While the shift may seem subtle, 
the reality is that there is a growing 
acceptance that the responsibility 
for change in our community rests 
with citizens as much as it does with 
municipal staff and elected officials. 

Heather Fletcher  
Town of Innisfail 
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B.  The Challenge of Community Building 

Community can best be defined by four feelings - a feeling of belonging to 
something or some group, a feeling of pride in that group, a feeling of being 
part of something important and of being included, and ultimately a feeling 
of not being alone, of knowing that others in our community will help us even 
if they don’t know us (Everett, 2009). 

This description of community as feelings explains why defining community 
building is a challenge and why it is difficult to justify as a priority within 
government or bureaucratic settings that are more apt to measure 
importance based on the budget and number of staff assigned. Most are 
more comfortable and secure in managing the more tangible facilities, 
programs, and services, rather than the more organic and less straightforward 
aspects of community building.  

Community building is challenging to articulate and justify, even though 
many practitioners truly understand, value, and embrace the many 
benefits and outcomes it delivers. Community building efforts result in 
experienced citizens taking responsibility for enhancing the quality of 
life in their communities, the growth of the community volunteers and 
leaders, trust and collaboration, more innovative ideas and solutions being 
generated and implemented more quickly, and overall social, economic, and 
environmental impact. Perhaps more critical, they have seen the resulting 
hope and understanding among those involved that they can, and do, make a 
difference.  

Even though many ACE Communities have used community building as 
a vehicle for building both a sense of community and their community’s 
capacity and resiliency to change and grow, the challenge is that it is rarely 
legitimized as a core service, often done off the side of the desk, and rarely 
addressed as a responsibility of those in leadership roles, as a written policy, 
or provided with core funding by government and foundations.  

C.  The Value of Community Building 

Each of us finds and experiences our feelings about community in a variety 
of ways - through sports, service clubs, recreation and hobby groups, faith-
based organizations, family, or neighbourhood initiatives. And, even though 
many of us are finding this individual sense of community, the majority of us 
are sensing that the geographical communities in which we live are breaking 
down and, just as importantly, want to do something about it. In fact, Robert 
Putnam (2007), author and professor of public policy at Harvard University 
suggests a significant 75-80% of us believe there should be more emphasis on 
community even if it puts more demands on us. 

Even though many ACE 
Communities have used community 
building as a vehicle for building 
both a sense of community and 
their community’s capacity and 
resiliency to change and grow, 
the challenge is that it is rarely 
legitimized as a core service, often 
done off the side of the desk, and 
rarely addressed as a responsibility 
of those in leadership roles, as a 
written policy, or provided with 
core funding by government and 
foundations.  

It has become more obvious 
through ACE Communities that 
community is not just a “nice-
to-have” but rather something 
essential that we all long for and 
need to have. 

And, it’s not just about what 
community does for the public 
good. As it turns out, research 
confirms what we’ve always known 
on some level about the importance 
of community – people are 
nourished by other people. 
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Putnam was also able to demonstrate that when a community has a strong 
level of social capital, it will also have increased educational performance, 
decreased crime, and improved physical and mental health. Those are sound 
reasons for investing in community building. 

It has become more obvious through ACE Communities that community is 
not just a “nice-to-have” but rather something essential that we all long for 
and need to have. And, it’s not just about what community does for the public 
good. As it turns out, research confirms what we’ve always known on some 
level about the importance of community – people are nourished by other 
people. 

There is also a growing movement, suggesting that the changing roles of 
local government may have influenced our feelings about community and 
increased interest in community building. Whereas our current system often 
has the public viewing themselves as customers who put in their tax dollars 
and pull a lever to get the exact service they want, ACE Communities can 
be used as a vehicle to ensure everyone, including government, views the 
community as a partner and sees people as citizens rather than customers. 

When people who live in a community see themselves as citizens, there is 
a greater commitment and accountability to the well-being of the entire 
community. Working in partnership with local government, there is the ability 
to create the future rather than wait for it, a choice is made to utilize collective 
power rather than defer it to others, and there is a greater understanding that 
sustainable change in a community can only happen when citizens step up to 
the plate. 

D.  Investing in Leadership for Community Building 

Communities get better when their leaders do. Communities that are 
productive, healthy, resilient, and innovative are those where people have a 
sense of belonging, are physically and socially engaged, involved in decision-
making, and active as volunteers. 

To help build community capacity, there needs to be an investment in 
leadership. Not leadership in the traditional sense, but rather skilled and 
knowledgeable community leaders who can work together with business, 
government, and the non-profit or voluntary sector to engage citizens. 

It is this investment in building community leadership and citizen 
engagement at the grassroots level that is contributing to leaders who 
inspire. 

“While the connection between 
ACE Communities and SPARK<a 
green electricity cooperative> is 
indirect, the success I was able 
to experience through working 
with the community on our ACE 
projects helped me to realize 
what could be achieved when 
people work together toward a 
meaningful goal. It granted me a 
huge amount of courage or even 
faith in pursuing the side project I 
was working on with Paul Cabaj - 
the electricity retailer cooperative, 
SPARK.  If more people were 
exposed to the inspiration at the 
core of grassroots, community-led 
opportunities like those created 
by ACE Communities, there is 
no doubt in my mind that more 
aspiring social entrepreneurs 
would feel compelled to take 
further action... And maybe try 
creating something much bigger 
than they previously thought 
possible!” 

Jeff Senger, Sangudo 

Co-founder of SPARK , one of 
Alberta’s newest and most 
promising green ventures 
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Essentially, that means it is not about the influence that results from formal 
positions of authority. Instead, it seems to be more about influence that 
comes as the result of someone who is driven by values and conveys vision, 
passion, and a commitment to shared or distributed leadership. 

The leaders who flatten the hierarchy by seeking and valuing feedback from 
all sources and being comfortable sharing control and empowering others are 
those that have been most successful as ACE Communities. Leaders in formal 
positions of authority who trust and empower their stakeholders to make 
the right decisions are also key. They do this by putting “everyone in charge” 
and engaging them in developing, and ultimately owning, a collective vision 
for the future. When there is a collective vision and direction for the future, 
the result is more of the collaborative relationships and partnerships that are 
necessary for creative and effective solutions. 

The most effective ACE leaders are those who are authentic, honest, direct, 
comfortable in their own skins, genuinely care about others, and do what is 
best for the broader good even when it is painful and demands a personal 
commitment and extra work. 

This kind of leadership is reflected in the six community leadership 
competencies that have been articulated by ACE Communities and the 
accompanying resource library, webinars, and webcasts. 

E.  Determining and Cultivating  
 Community Readiness for Change 

Today we are living through a kind of unprecedented transformation – one 
that will see changes even more mind-boggling than those that occurred 
when we moved from an agricultural-based economy to the industrial era. 
As we move into the information or knowledge economy, we are seeing 
the beginnings of a society that is rearranging itself, its worldview, social 
infrastructures, and key institutions. It’s made even more complicated by 
that fact that we’re still in the last stages of the industrial economy, emerging 
into the knowledge economy, while glimpsing a new economy based 
on biological and ecological principles that some are calling the organic 
economy (organic in the sense that the things we make and how we make 
them will be tied to understanding and reading life, and then programming 
life for specific purposes). 

As one citizen put it after attending 
a recent event “ignite” event in 
Carstairs, “ACE Communities 
knocked the dust off of us. We’re 
motivated and aware we need to 
prepare for a new and different 
future!” 

There is no doubt we are in the 
midst of a fundamental turning 
point in history that is changing the 
way we think, communicate, and 
ultimately will live. 

What has also become clear 
through ACE Communities is 
that the kind of systemic change 
required may not be as difficult 
as it first appears. It begins with 
building the relationships, networks, 
and webs that will ultimately put 
communities and citizens in control. 
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However, there remains a pressing need regarding how 
we can get communities to understand there is a need for 
transformative change. 

Part of that will be figuring out how communities can 
be encouraged to move from a low risk mentality to 
one of calculated risk, from tradition to innovation, from 
hierarchical leadership to one that is more shared or 
distributed, from short term reaction to long term vision, 
from a strictly local perspective to a more global outlook.  

F.  Communities/Citizens in Control 

What has also become clear through ACE Communities 
is that the kind of systemic change required may not be 
as difficult as it first appears. It begins with building the 
relationships, networks, and webs that will ultimately put 
communities and citizens in control. 

None of the change we want to see in our businesses, 
communities, or governments is going to happen 
without first having trusted relationships with diverse 
individuals and their respective networks. That can 
begin with something as simple as reaching out to one 
individual for a cup of coffee and a conversation. 

Integral to that will be figuring out how to get over a 
need for order and structure and get better at living with 
the reality of chaos. And, none of that is going to happen 
without first ensuring we have leaders who have the 
ability to drive change that results in positive impact. 

The challenge is that it will require a lot of courage as 
there really are only two options. 

The first and most common choice is simply to 
maintain the status quo. Many businesses, government 
departments, and non-profits are so intimidated and 
overwhelmed by the potential options and changes that 
need to be made to ensure they are positioned for the 
future that they are simply staying put and protecting 
their turf. 

The other option is to be courageous and accept that 
there is a need for wide-scale, messy, systemic change. 

Futurist Rick Smyre refers to it as a “Creative 
Molecular Economy” based on the integration of 
emerging technologies, such as microprocessors, 
microsensors, nanotechnology, new materials science 
and biotechnology, with creative individuals, groups 
and companies organized in interlocking networks, 
connecting and disconnecting constantly in processes of 
continuous innovation. 

There is no doubt we are in the midst of a fundamental 
turning point in history that is changing the way we 
think, communicate, and, ultimately, how we will live. 

Yet, much of rural Alberta is failing to respond to key 
issues and trends that include: 

• 24/7 communications and an unimaginably vast 
amount of digital information that could be used 
to help prevent disease, combat crime, facilitate 
democracy, identify trends and insights, help 
business find new markets etc. 

• increased need for education because 40% of the 
top jobs in 2020 will be based on technologies and 
knowledge associated jobs 

• the value of water as an economic asset 

• alternative power e.g. lunar, thermal 

• an aging population (by 2030 those over 65 will be 
20% of the population) 

• increase in immigration and greater diversity 

• rising costs of physical inactivity, obesity, and 
chronic disease 

• decline of civic engagement 

• need for environmental protection 

• reduced capacity of the non-profit sector 

• improved economic activity 

To date, ACE Communities has dealt with these 
challenges by working with the communities who self-
identified as early adopters and were ready for change. 
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G.  Conditions for Ensuring Community Transformation 

ACE Communities has identified a number of conditions that need to be in 
place to ensure success: 

(1) vision for change with the community 

(2) shared outcomes that can be used to measure success 

(3) mutually reinforcing activities where different participants, organizations, 
and businesses undertake specific set activities (usually something at which 
they excel), in a way that supports and coordinates with the actions of others 

(4) ongoing communication to develop trust and to recognize and appreciate 
the common motivation behind their different efforts. 

ACE Communities serves as a neutral, independent organization that is able 
to support community initiatives through ongoing coaching, facilitation, 
learning opportunities, resources, technology and communications support, 
data collection and reporting etc. 

We’ve also learned that transparency needs to be a key principle in 
successfully managing collaboration and complexity. Whether it’s 
determining roles and responsibilities or how decisions are made, parameters 
need to be clear and understood by all. 

It is also essential to play nice. Collective impact requires innovation that is 
often chaotic and untidy. The work doesn’t fit within nice neat boxes. This 
reinforces the need for an independent or neutral organization, like ACE 
Communities, especially if some of the organizations involved are used to a 
culture that is by design more formal and hierarchical in nature. 

Trust is imperative to collaboration and the only way to get it is to be 
deliberate and consistent with communication efforts. 

Participation needs to be welcomed and invited within a culture that 
celebrates curiosity, a willingness to embrace experimentation, risk taking, 
exploratory thinking, and idea generation. When that takes place it is a much 
simpler matter to connect the dots between those involved in order to create 
a cohesive and synergistic direction that everyone can get behind. 

“Longview accomplishments 
wouldn’t have been possible 
without the ACE Communities’ 
wonderful training, guidance, and 
unwavering support of our ability to 
inspire our community into action.” 

Michele and Tony Geistlinger  
Longview ACE Leaders 

ACE Communities serves as a 
neutral, independent organization 
that is able to support community 
initiatives through ongoing 
coaching, facilitation, learning 
opportunities, resources, technology 
and communications support, data 
collection and reporting etc. 

Thriving communities are those that 
have placed a priority on something 
that makes their community 
unique or special. It is that special 
something that instills community 
pride, and it is what citizens would 
miss the most if they were to move 
away. This is often that which 
differentiates a community to help 
them build their own uniqueness 
and authenticity. 
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5.  CREATIVITY: Creativity is valued and nurtured. At 
the heart of a strong quality of life is the freedom to 
innovate and create effective systems that nurture the 
creativity of individuals and groups. 

6.  SUSTAINABILITY: Sustainability of our natural and 
built environment is at the core of a high quality of 
life. Protection and preservation of natural resources, 
diverse habitats, and cultural assets demands a 
consistent culture of stewardship. 

7.  RECREATION, PARKS, HERITAGE, ARTS AND 
CULTURE: In addition to being seen as important to 
nurturing creativity, recreation, parks, heritage, arts 
and culture are recognized as being integral to social, 
economic and community well-being and as such are 
assigned priority in public policy and investment. 

8.  A BRAND OR PERSONALITY: thriving communities 
are those that have placed a priority on something 
that makes their community unique or special. It is that 
special something that instills community pride, and 
it is what citizens would miss the most if they were to 
move away. This is often that which differentiates a 
community to help them build their own uniqueness 
and authenticity. 

9.  STRONG COMMUNICATION: A variety of 
communication vehicles must be utilized on a regular 
and ongoing basis to ensure citizens are engaged and 
to keep them informed about issues, opportunities, 
and local decisions. 

10.  STATUS QUO ISN’T GOOD ENOUGH: Accepting 
a community that is less than it has the potential 
to be just isn’t good enough. As a result, there is a 
commitment to being proactive, building on existing 
assets, and to ongoing continuous growth and 
development. 

H.  The common values of ACE  
 Communities were reinforced 

When ACE Communities was initiated it would 
have been difficult to define the values of an ACE 
Community. However, a number of values shared 
across the ACE partner communities have been 
confirmed. Their beliefs include the following: 

1.  CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT: Citizens should be 
actively engaged in problem solving, decision-making, 
and policy development. In other words, individuals 
should be involved in the decisions that affect them. 
There is particular value seen in the involvement of 
youth. 

2.  COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY FOR COMMUNITY 
BUILDING: Individuals and communities have a 
collective responsibility to help support the care and 
wellbeing of others. This manifests itself in a belief that 
government can’t pay for everything that is deemed 
to be a priority in a community as they are simply one 
of many partners. This also demands the sharing and 
distribution of leadership and power. As one elected 
official put it during a retreat, “My job is to unleash the 
passion and get out of the way”. 

3.  INTEGRATED SYSTEMS: Trusted networks and 
strong, sustainable, integrated delivery systems 
provide a much more efficient and effective range of 
support and services in a community. Collaboration 
within and across the business, government and non- 
profit sectors is essential. 

4.  DIVERSITY: Diversity is valued and respected. 
Differences involving ability, ethnic origin, religion, 
culture, lifestyle and beliefs are valued and viewed as 
contributing to enriched communities. 
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human resources, communications, and purchasing 
systems. Instead of punishing mistakes, the emphasis 
will need to be placed on innovation and preventing 
problems. 

Second, there has been an expressed desire to have 
government do more to ensure citizens are put first by 
listening and responding to meet their needs. 

Third, employees could be empowered to get results by 
decentralizing authority. Those on the front lines need to 
make more of their own decisions, solve their problems, 
and be accountable for their results. 

Lastly, government could be made better and less 
obsolete by examining all departments and functions 
to eliminate duplication and make tough decisions 
about whether or not the private sector or non-profit 
organizations might be better suited to getting the job 
done. 

None of this will be easy. It will require government 
ministries and departments with clear and meaningful 
vision and direction, ensuring more flexible budgets tied 
to outcomes, a commitment to more steering and less 
rowing, and the trust to delegate and empower more. 

Thousands of public servants across the province possess 
extensive education, a wealth of experience, exceptional 
but too often untapped competencies, and a spirit of 
dedication to serving the public good. It is essential to 
have a system that doesn’t get in their way.  

J.  Disconnect in Priorities 

As a result of having delivering some 25 workshops 
across Alberta on the topic of community building, 
ACE Communities has heard from a growing number 
of rural Albertans who believe government priorities, 
policies, and funding formulas do not always reflect their 
circumstances. 

Additionally, they believe too many decisions are being 
made exclusively on the basis of dollars rather than 
having economics balanced against overall quality of life. 

I.  Social and Government Infrastructures 
  May Need to Change 

Bureaucracies evolved as we moved from an 
agricultural-based society to the manufacturing 
era beginning in the early 1900’s. As public services 
increased, large top-down, centralized bureaucracies 
were built that were modeled after the sister private 
corporations of the day. 

In order to ensure standardization and accountability, 
tasks were generally broken into simpler parts and 
assigned to different employees or departments along 
with specific policies and procedures. The assumption 
was that employees shouldn’t be trusted to make 
decisions so everything had to be spelled out. Not only 
that, employees needed to be monitored to make sure 
they adhered to the rules. Deviations often meant more 
rules and more audits until there was often so much red 
tape that the smallest action takes too long and costs too 
much. 

While this emphasis on standardization and a top-
down chain of command had its time and place, 
it simply isn’t a good fit for today’s knowledge 
or organic economy and its accompanying rapid 
change, information technologies, and demanding 
public.  It especially isn’t conducive to innovation. 
While government employees are often creative in 
terms of circumventing or making the systems work 
for them, too often employees learn not to rock 
the boat. And, since the very nature of innovation 
requires a departure from standard operating policy 
and procedures, only the very tenacious seem able 
to put their innovative ideas into practice given the 
constraints they face. 

Our work with ACE Communities has suggested 
that we need to emphasize and celebrate more 
entrepreneurship in government by shifting from 
being systems where employees are accountable for 
following rules to instead becoming systems in which 
they are accountable for achieving results. This will 
mean giving them more autonomy over their budget, 
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This in turn is contributing to a growing erosion of trust in authority. They’ve 
also pointed out that it may be in part because elected leaders typically don’t 
reflect the diversity of Albertans. 

While the knowledge gathered from ACE workshops and is therefore 
anecdotal in nature, it suggests five fundamental priorities and values. These 
priorities include (1) health and wellness, (2) education, (3) economic 
growth (4) community infrastructure, and (5) overall quality of life and 
preservation of the environment. 

It is understood that some of these priorities cross federal, provincial, 
regional, and local political jurisdictions. However, the average rural 
Albertan simply wants them to be addressed. 

Under the priority of health and well being, not surprisingly, citizens in 
our workshops were worried about aging populations and their care, as 
well as physician recruitment. 

But perhaps more importantly, they were much more concerned about 
keeping a focus on wellness by getting people physically active and helping 
them making healthy food choices. They recognize that those are the 
strategies that will reduce long term health issues, chronic disease, and 
ultimately escalating health care costs. Concerns were also raised about 
addictions and the challenges many non-profit organizations are facing in 
terms of being able to deal with them, as their organizational capacity is often 
at risk. Additionally, funding to address prevention and root causes, rather 
than react to symptoms, has proven more difficult to access. 

Albertans also understand that an emphasis on education – not only 
for children and youth but also for adult community and workplace 
learning - needs to be seen as a core investment in the future. They 
reflected concerns about literacy, a lack of school funds for electives, 
school closings or opportunities for empty schools, and after school 
care. Many also recognized the importance of investing in education 
in aboriginal communities as they know they are the fastest growing 
segment of our population.  Rural Albertans see economic growth 
being tied to downtown revitalization and diversified, locally driven 
business development. They also saw the relationship to the provision 
of opportunities for workplace learning and training, technology 
infrastructure, research, and small business development. 

….there has been an expressed 
desire to have government do 
more to ensure citizens are put 
first by listening and responding to 
meet their needs. 
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There are concerns about community infrastructure, particularly aging 
community and recreation facilities, and transportation (within, and to, 
other communities). Knowing that communities need to be appealing 
in order to attract the knowledge workers who can work anywhere and 
thus have the flexibility to choose where they live, community greening, 
walking trails, beautification, and community gardens surfaced as 
priorities. There were concerns about attainable housing options as well 
as recognition of the importance of creating other or third meeting places 
where citizens can connect. Adequate day care was also identified as a 
need. 

When it came to overall quality of life and preservation of the 
environment, there were many concerns. One of the most pressing is the 
decline in volunteerism that is an essential part of each community’s social 
infrastructure. Funding is needed to ensure the recruitment, placement, 
supervision, motivation, and recognition of the volunteers who contribute so 
much to quality of life. 

Youth also surfaced as one of the top most pressing concerns. Youth moving 
out of smaller, rural communities (outmigration) and the need for youth-
friendly communities and more arts-related activities were priorities in every 
community. 

Citizens want to see the coordination of environmental initiatives and an 
increase in alternative powers. Fostering diversity-friendly communities, 
ensuring immigrant settlement services, and increasing awareness of the 
various populations were issues. Within every community, the key role of the 
non-profit sector was recognized but concerns were expressed regarding 
their capacity to respond to needs given the declining support being 
provided to charities and non-profits. 

Ultimately, there is also recognition of the need to make sure these priorities 
are addressed in a collaborative and responsible way. In fact, a perceived 
lack of leadership is a key concern of Albertans. They don’t want to see 
sandbox antics and petty competitiveness among political parties. As they’ve 
often pointed out in our workshops, the same networking, partnering, and 
collaboration that is required for innovation and increased effectiveness and 
responsiveness at the community level must also be modeled by politicians 
and bureaucrats at all levels. 

Rural Albertans see economic 
growth being tied to downtown 
revitalization and diversified, locally 
driven business development. 
They also saw the relationship to 
the provision of opportunities for 
workplace learning and training, 
technology infrastructure, research, 
and small business development. 

One of the most pressing concerns 
in rural Alberta is the decline in 
volunteerism that is an essential 
part of each community’s social 
infrastructure. 

ACE helped us see the value of the 
process more clearly, not simply 
the end result, and that stumbling 
blocks are there to help strengthen 
your project not to dismantle it.

ACE Leader 

Breakthroughs often seem to have 
been the result of someone asking 
“What if…?” “How,” or “What do 
you think about..., “What would 
you suggest we do here?” “What 
could we do differently?” “What 
one idea and/or strategy that we 
are not currently implementing do 
you believe would best contribute 
to our success?”, and “Can that be 
done in any other way?” 
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quo is inherent to long-term success. ACE leaders 
are encouraged to ask questions of others, as well as 
themselves, because it is the questioning that produces 
leading edge thinking and innovation. Along the way 
those questions create clarity, help those involved to 
think critically, challenge assumptions, and see things 
through a fresh lens. 

Leading edge thinking and innovation in ACE 
Communities often seems to begin with a provocative, 
naïve, or even slightly wacky question. Consequently, it 
seems that great success may also be the result of asking 
great questions. It also follows that mediocre questions 
will only get mediocre results. 

To foster a culture in which questions are embraced as 
a means of creating value, all team members need to 
know their queries are respected and appreciated. When 
someone in charge asks others for ideas, they are sending 
the message that their input is respected and perhaps 
even better than his or hers. As a result, team members 
gain confidence, develop as thinkers and problem 
solvers, and are more motivated to contribute and own 
the responsibility for implementation of solutions. 

It will also be important to ensure the right questions 
are asked. Questions that get the best results are usually 
open-ended — meaning they’re not looking for a specific 
answer. 

Breakthroughs often seem to have been the result of 
someone asking “What if…?” “How,” or “What do you think 
about..., “What would you suggest we do here?” “What 
could we do differently?” “What one idea and/or strategy 
that we are not currently implementing do you believe 
would best contribute to our success?”, and “Can that be 
done in any other way?” 

The down side of asking a lot of questions is that people 
may label those who ask them as troublemakers. As a 
result it has been important for ACE Communities to 
embrace the idea that asking questions is about pursuing 
enlightenment, knowledge, and the wisdom. Instead of 
passive acceptance, citizens are saying, “How can we do 
better?” 

K.  Creativity is not a solo act “It must be  
 safe for everyone to offer ideas” 

Creativity is not a solo act. ACE Communities has learned 
that while it is essential, it is also tough to get talented 
people to work together. It requires a nurturing and 
supportive environment to build a community of trusted 
and respectful relationships where talented people are 
loyal to one another and to a collective vision. 

Work needs to continue in breaking down the walls 
between disciplines or sectors. One way to do this is 
by offering networking and learning opportunities 
that provide opportunities for people across different 
sectors to meet or cross train together. It gives people 
from different disciplines the opportunity to mix and 
appreciate what everyone does, as well as jumpstart 
potential collaboration and reinforce the mind-set that 
they’re all learning together. 

Part of this learning will be promoting the idea that 
innovation or breakthrough thinking is often prompted 
by asking offbeat “what if?” questions, or what some are 
calling “disruptive hypothesis” and a movement to reward 
good questions as much as good answers. 

Rural Albertans must also be encouraged to remain 
curious and willing to ask the questions in order 
to become innovators, inventors, and leaders. This 
inquisitiveness and ability to examine reality from 
different perspectives provides a path to answers that 
lead to innovation. 

What remains unclear is who will be responsible for 
serving in this ongoing connecting role. 

L.  The Question is the Answer 

ACE Communities has learned to place an emphasis on 
creating a culture that reflects an understanding that 
asking the right question is often the answer. 

Without a culture that encourages questions, it will be 
virtually impossible to achieve results of any significance 
because being inquisitive and challenging the status 
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N.  Learning Matters to Rural Alberta 

The reality is that we live and work in a fast changing 
world. A commitment to lifelong learning is more critical 
than ever because if we aren’t able to adapt to changing 
circumstances, we will be less and less able to deliver the 
innovation required in rural Alberta. 

For everyone, this doesn’t mean simply participating 
in training opportunities; it means becoming more 
dedicated to ongoing growth and development and 
creating a culture of learning – at both an individual and 
a community level. 

For rural communities, learning can present a 
special challenge given distance and cost. While ACE 
Communities sees the value of doing face to face 
sessions, it is seldom practical or feasible. 

As a result, ACE Communities first focused on strategies 
that would connect them with staff and volunteers 
in rural communities by offering Community Building 
Workshops (in addition to the leadership retreats held 
for ACE Partner Communities). Once participants 
experienced ACE training as being relevant and 
meaningful, they were more willing to take a chance on 
participating in ACE webinars.  

Technologies for teaching online have improved 
significantly and have made it possible to reproduce 
face to face learning within online classrooms that are 
quite interactive. While it’s possible to turn cameras on 
to see one another live, it takes a significant amount of 
band width. Instead, in the ACE Communities virtual 
classroom, participants are connected via the Internet 
as well as via a conference telephone line so there is the 
opportunity for everyone to see the same screen and 
to interact in writing or verbally. Online learning allows 
those in the classroom to participate in the way they 
are most comfortable and provides teaching tools that 
accommodate different learning styles. 

While participant introductions are encouraged in order 
to facilitate networking, there is also an element of 
anonymity that prompts engagement and more focused 

M.  Technology is Here to Stay 

Technology is irreversibly integrated into our lives and 
therefore here to stay. And, because it is here to stay, 
we need to encourage rural Albertans to think of it as 
an opportunity and to incorporate it into practices, 
communication, engagement, advocacy, and in the 
creation of meaningful community building that can 
reach a wide span of people. 

Internet-related technology is now so tightly integrated 
into our lives that it is causing changes in how we relate 
to and consume media as well as how we interact with 
each other. A United Nations report released in June 2011 
even proposed that Internet access should be a human 
right. It simply can’t be avoided and instead needs to be 
viewed as a space where ideas are born, shared, changed, 
grown, challenged, contested, and then reborn again. 

Technology and social media are powerful forces that 
take away established hierarchies or intimidating 
boundaries: e.g. reaching out to politicians and even 
influencing votes, engaging community support, 
mobilizing events and people etc. It especially provides 
incredible opportunities for connections at the grassroots 
level because it is so ‘flat’ and non-hierarchical in nature. 
As such, it has the potential for eliciting change and 
community involvement at a faster and more engaged 
pace. 

This kind of explosive growth in participation and 
connectivity can be been harnessed for potential good 
causes particularly as it is inherently value-neutral in 
nature because it is system architecture, not content. 

It will be up to initiatives like ACE Communities to 
support community leaders to find and experiment 
with the potential of social/new media in order to build 
the relationships, networks and webs essential for 
communities of the future.  

However, it must also be noted that for some rural 
Albertans (34%), low band width remains a problem. 
Many Aboriginal reserves are especially challenged by the 
lack of access to high speed Internet. 
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learning. For example, polls and surveys are used to gather input about what 
is being taught and whether or not it is understood. Participants can also be 
broken into smaller groups for more intimate group discussion. 

The content of training that needs to be made available for rural community 
leaders also requires significant consideration to ensure it is transformational 
in nature rather than being about reforming. 

Within an education setting, reforming change would be the kind of change 
that is based on trying to improve, refine, or make a traditional idea more 
effective. An example might be reducing class size or delivering classes 
online. This kind of reforming change is different from transforming change 
because it does very little to challenge the core learning experience. 

On the other hand, transforming change is that which challenges underlying 
assumptions, issues, and knowledge. 

Traditionally, education has been based on the ability to answer questions 
about content or knowledge that is already known. However, in a world 
that is constantly changing; assumptions, issues, and knowledge need to be 
identified and connected in order to ensure ongoing innovation. Leaders will 
need to know how to identify trends and emerging patterns, ask appropriate 
questions, and make connections and links. 

Community leaders will also need to be exposed to future trends on an 
ongoing basis and to think systemically – in wholes, not parts, to see 
connections. This information could be incorporated into curricula for leaders, 
although sessions will also need to be designed for the public. 

Successful training will ensure that participants are able to connect ideas and 
see patterns rather than recalling content. 

In the very near future, new demands and social networking will drive more 
collaborative forms of learning. Generation X already uses technologies for 
working and socializing, so they are familiar with an approach to tasks that 
is less about competing and more about working as teams. There will be 
less of a need for a “sage on the stage” model of pedagogy, and more on 
teambuilding, collaboration, and learning together. 

Curriculum of the future will also need to incorporate interpersonal skills 
such as ethics, self-discipline, responsibility, media literacy, and community 
building. Training will need to incorporate more active learning styles such 
as group exercises, discussions, and other forms of experiential learning that 
will promote opportunities to reflect, synthesize, analyze content and deeper 
meaning, and develop plans for action. 

The Internet needs to be viewed as 
a space where ideas are incubated, 
nurtured, changed, grown and 
challenged.. 

Technologies for teaching online 
have improved significantly and 
have made it possible to reproduce 
face to face learning within 
online classrooms that are quite 
interactive. 

Community leaders will need to 
be exposed to future trends on 
an ongoing basis and to think 
systemically – in wholes, not parts, 
to see connections. This information 
could be incorporated into curricula 
for leaders, although sessions will 
also need to be designed for the 
public. 
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Local community learning can be the catalyst for building small and 
interconnected networks of people interested in transformative ideas and 
willing to play the role of early adopters. In doing so, training and learning 
can play a critical role in driving the collective impact of varied individuals, 
organizations, and businesses working together. 

Ultimately, it really is going to take a village committed to learning and 
working together to cultivate the comprehensive and technical intelligence 
needed to address the growing complexity of the world in which we live. 

O.  ACE in Aboriginal Communities 

While few on the ACE team had extensive experience working in 
Aboriginal settings, there have been significant learnings in terms of 
gaining a (1) better understanding of the issues, and (2) how best to 
support Aboriginal communities to strengthen the essential local 
leadership needed for leveraging assets and addressing complex 
issues. 

Example issues or interests in Aboriginal Communities that have been 
identified through ACE strategies e.g. a provincial summit, monthly 
conference calls, webinars, conference sessions) include: 

• a lack of volunteers 

• literacy 

• addictions 

• the need to engage parents 

• improved community housing 

• safety (gangs) 

• community gardens 

• arts and cultural activities for youth 

• aboriginal culture and heritage activities i.e. pow-wows 

Addressing these issues will require effective community leaders. 

In Aboriginal communities, it was sometimes suggested that if one is 
unhappy or angry and unable to direct that anger toward those in charge or 
holding power, the anger is often instead worked out laterally by attacking 
one’s peers. 

More work needs to be done in 
terms of how best to support 
Aboriginal communities to 
strengthen the essential local 
leadership needed for leveraging 
assets and addressing complex 
issues. 

Comprehensive community 
transformation and significant 
investment in community 
leadership will be critical to 
building on the assets in aboriginal 
communities and to address 
significant, complicated challenges.

“Kudos to all of you for the 
development of this program - what 
a wonderful project to focus a 
community’s spirit and energy for 
the good of all of its citizens.” 

Lynne Douglas  
Cenovus Energy

“The ACE Planning Framework 
made me realize that things CAN 
be done, things CAN change, and 
attitudes CAN be changed too.” 

ACE Communities Leader
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P.  The ACE Communities Change  
 Framework Can Also be Applied to a  
 More Narrowly Focused Issue 

As the result of a growing awareness of the need to 
address escalating health costs, as well as to ensure more 
diversity-friendly communities, there was significant 
interest in determining whether or not the ACE 
Communities change framework could be utilized to 
address more narrowly focused interests. 

Subsequently, four communities were selected to 
develop (1) active community strategies and another 
four were selected to focus change efforts on becoming 
more (2) diversity-friendly. 

Active Community Strategies 

There are many ways to go about working toward 
becoming an Active Community. Although each 
community had its own dynamics and expertise, a 
number of communities across Alberta were successful 
in building leadership capacity by using a community 
development approach to planning. Communities start 
by building on the strengths and assets that were already 
present, and worked across sectors to share resources 
and build community collaboration. How communities 
move forward was dictated by their unique character.  

The four communities involved in developing their Active 
Communities Strategy (Lethbridge, Camrose, High 
Level, and Irricana) are ACE Communities who had 
built community capacity and understood community 
leadership. They started with (1) an understanding of 
the community development process and (2) trusted, 
collaborative relationships across sectors in their 
communities. As a result, there was a foundation for 
building an approach to becoming an active community. 

Using the ACE Communities “Community Development 
Planning Framework” and the five steps that differentiate 
this framework from traditional planning models, 
contributed to relationships, trust, and community 
ownership. 

ACE experienced a number of situations where one 
person attempted to be a catalyst for change but wasn’t 
supported by others especially if jealousy or envy was 
an issue. It appeared that when low self esteem and self 
worth were factors and individuals were confused and 
unhappy with themselves, their unresolved anger and 
pain got them caught in a vicious circle that had them 
taking out their frustration on one another – thus the 
term lateral violence. 

Sadly this also seemed to contribute to a community 
moving away from a traditional culture where the focus 
is on the community as a whole, to instead being more 
driven by individual needs and interests. This thinking 
does a lot to explain why some may be seen as their own 
worst enemy and stuck in a place where greed, power, 
control, money, jealousy, and envy dominate, rather than 
leadership, harmony, equality, sharing, balance, respect, 
and happiness. 

On the other hand, we did see individuals – women 
and young people in particular – who with longer term 
ongoing coaching and support had the potential to be 
catalysts for change in their communities. 

Generally though, ACE has determined it is best to work 
with a group of leaders who are appointed by, and can 
be held accountable by the Band Council. In many cases 
this will be the Interagency Committee. If an entire 
Interagency Committee is driving a change process, it’s 
much less likely they would be undermined. Additionally 
it will be essential to have Aboriginal coaches work with 
each community or reserve. 

 ACE Communities will continue to seek funding 
that would allow for the selection of a flight of 
ten communities that is exclusively Aboriginal. 
Comprehensive community transformation and 
significant investment in community leadership will 
be critical to building on the assets in aboriginal 
communities and to address significant, complicated 
challenges.  
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of life categories or domains that include Democratic 
Engagement, Living Standards, Healthy Populations, Time 
Use, Leisure and Culture, Community Vitality, Education, 
and Environment. 

Tracking and reporting on these domains, as well as 
how they connect, interact, and impact our wellbeing, 
can help us better understand root causes as well as 
shape public policy. 

The most recent CIW results, released this past October, 
show that Canadians’ quality of life hasn’t improved 
at anywhere near the pace of economic growth as 
measured by GDP. Since 1994, the starting point 
for the CIW, Canada’s wellbeing has seen an overall 
improvement of 11 per cent. This is nowhere near the 
31 per cent growth in the country’s GDP in the same 
period of time. 

This measurement shows that we may not be reaping 
all the benefits of Alberta’s economic growth. In fact, 
in some areas our quality of life has actually decreased. 
For example, our quality of life has gone down in areas 
such as the environment, leisure and culture, and time 
use, with only modest gains in health. And, even in areas 
where growth has been robust, research shows that it 
was the top 20 per cent of our population that received 
the lion’s share of rising income and wealth during the 
boom years, while the gap in the bottom 20 per cent 
grew even larger. 

These results prompt questions all of us should be 
asking. How did the lion’s share of gains in income and 
wealth end up with the richest 20% of our population, 
while the gap between the rest is widening? Why is 
it that we’re living longer but experiencing poorer 
health? We aren’t we doing something about 
greenhouse gas emissions? Why is it that we’re not 
enjoying our leisure time? Where did the benefits from 
the rest of our economic growth end up? 

It is these questions that will prompt the conversations 
and solutions required to ensure our wellbeing and our 
quality of life grows along with GDP. They are questions 
every Albertan should be fighting to have answered. 

As a result of the Active Community Strategy, the four 
communities ended up with specific strategies for 
increasing collaborative, cross-sectoral partnerships 
(recreation, health, community services, transportation, 
education, business, and others invested in creating 
healthy communities) to build more active communities. 
These strategies were incorporated into customized 
action plans for engaging and activating more people to 
be more active more often. They included measurement 
indicators based on community priorities. Each 
community’s plan linked existing community plans, 
resources and initiatives and articulated goals and long 
term plans to enable more physically active communities. 

Diversity-Friendly Communities 

With additional funding and support provided by the 
Human Rights Education and Multiculturalism Fund, 
four new communities were selected in 2011(Jasper, 
Carstairs, Grande Cache, and Rocky Mountain 
House) to apply the learnings and process from ACE 
Communities to becoming more diversity-friendly. While 
only recently launched, feedback is suggesting that their 
efforts will be successful. 

Q.  Growing need for measures  
 beyond GDP 

Working at the grassroots level across Alberta has 
reinforced the need for a comprehensive composite 
index that can serve as an alternative to the GDP (gross 
domestic product) as the sole measure of progress. While 
recognizing the importance of the GDP and its focus 
on dollars and a calculation of all goods and services 
produced in one year, it fails to subtract negative activities 
that pollute air, water, and land nor does it include the 
value of child care, volunteering, leisure time etc.  

The Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) may be a 
potential option as it addresses the more positive 
activities not addressed by GDP that take place outside 
of the formal marketplace. It works from the premise 
that wellbeing is multi-dimensional and needs to 
examine a variety of social, economic, and environmental 
factors. The CIW now tracks changes in eight quality 
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R.  There is Strength in Simplicity 

The ACE Communities Team has worked extraordinarily hard to reduce 
the confusion and complexity of community building by providing a clear 
compass that accommodates the diversity of communities while motivating 
change. Unfortunately, it too often seems that when something is presented 
as being simple and straightforward, many are of the opinion that it can’t be 
of value. Too often it seems people confuse simple, with simplistic. 

In an increasingly complex world of more, better, faster, ‘simplicity’ is a key 
value. The pace of change isn’t likely to slow any time in the near future, so 
diligent work needs to focus on keeping things, especially change, from 
being complicated and overwhelming.  For ACE Communities, it began with 
making simplicity a priority. While it is tempting to avoid taking the extra time 
to make things simple and direct, especially when we’re moving fast, it takes 
more time and energy to ensure clear and concise plans, policies, directions, 
resources, and materials are produced. 

ACE Communities has also taken the time to really understand by listening, 
researching, analyzing, experimenting, testing, applying, and refining, to get 
to simplistic instead of simple. 

In part, this has been done by increasing the use of stories or analogies, 
and decreasing the initial amount of detail. Stories and analogies somehow 
manage to build a bridge between facts and theories and show how theory 
can be put into action. Stories open up others to seeing how things could be 
different, and clarify what might otherwise have been difficult to convey. 

Our learning is that if it can be described simply, it can be used simply. And, 
ultimately it is simplicity that makes the complex possible. 

S.  Support for Emerging Leaders 

Young leaders especially understand and are used to change and innovative 
thinking. As change is part of their daily lives, emerging leaders can be a hub 
of innovation and outward thinking just as more mature leaders are a source 
of experience and expertise for them. 

While ACE Communities has made a concerted effort to involve young 
and emerging leaders, there is a need for more sustainable leadership 
development and support. However, ACE Communities has initiated work 
on developing community leadership competencies for emerging leaders 
by partnering with Alberta Communities and Cooperatives Association. 
Additional funding will be required to sustain these efforts. 

The ACE Communities initiative 
showed Trochu how to take an idea 
from paper and transform it into a 
reality. The skills learned united the 
town and changed the focus from 
individual group interests to larger 
common community interests. 

ACE Trochu Report 

“It is not what we can do for 
our children, but what our 
children would like to do for their 
community.” 

ACE Leader, Cooking Lake 

The funders of ACE need to know 
they can make a difference in every 
community across Alberta by 
continuing to support this initiative. 
It certainly has made a difference in 
our community. 

Local ACE Leader 
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This is a great initiative that 
encourages communities onto 
a yellow brick path that leads 
them to experience an array of 
opportunities – just supporting 
local leaders helps them gain the 
courage to move forward. I do 
want to thank you for letting me 
be part of this journey as I have 
learned so much and gained so 
many new connections within ACE 
Communities “ 

Cathi Groves, ACE Communities 
Coach

Please don’t undervalue this 
incredible program. The ideas may 
seem like common sense or even a 
“frill” because the links to economic 
impact, volunteerism, and capacity 
building may seem intangible. But, 
the ACE Communities program is a 
thorough education in leadership at 
a level that can make a difference in 
a rural community. Hinton is proof! 

Hinton Local Leader 

T.  The Power (and the Ruby Slippers) are Within  
 Rural Alberta 

Just as Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz was always looking for her ruby 
slippers, so too do many of our communities believe the fix for their 
communities is an external one. But, just as Dorothy learned she always 
had the power within her, so too do the most successful communities 
learn they have wizards and resources within. 

On their respective journeys to the Emerald City, we’ve seen how 
communities learn they have Dorothy’s kindness, her loyalty, and ability to 
build a team. They tap their Scarecrow brains and become more reflective, 
resourceful, innovative, and better able to apply intelligence to tactics for 
moving forward. They learn they have the heart of the Tin Man and reflect it 
in care, concern, and respect for others and, like the Lion, learn it’s okay to be 
afraid as long as they never let it stop them from having the courage to step 
forward and do the right thing. 

As Dorothy, the Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion learned, it takes a 
team utilizing the respective talents of each member to create the synergy 
and power in a community to create their own destiny and success. 

At the final ACE leaders retreat, before they officially became alumni, 
one leader identified with Dorothy because she felt as if her work as 
a community leader was a journey with others moving in the same 
direction. In many ways making a commitment to take responsibility for 
improving the quality of life in her community was like taking the first step 
on that yellow brick road and a journey into the unknown. 

Another felt her team was at times a little creaky like the Tin Man, but 
ultimately became a well-oiled machine as the trusted relationships were 
solidified and progress was made. Like the Scarecrow, another leader 
shared how she learned to trust in her own intelligence and intuition. Yet 
another suggested she was like the Cowardly Lion because she gained 
confidence and trust in herself as the result of working with others. Her 
courage grew and it became easier to do what she was capable of doing 
as a community leader. 
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One leader said she often played the role of Glinda the Good Witch 
because she had to remain positive, see the good in everyone, and keep 
community stakeholders focused on the process. Another stressed the 
importance of process by suggesting she often had to be the wizard 
behind the curtain working quietly in a supporting role. 

The theme of wanting to go home also made participants think about 
their own communities and how important it is to feel a sense of 
belonging and being connected to others. Just as with the story of the 
Wizard of Oz, their community building efforts were ultimately about the 
relationships with one another, and the process of learning, travelling, and 
growing together. And, just when they thought it would never work out 
- the path was too steep or there was just one too many flying monkeys 
coming at them - it suddenly all came together. That’s when they found 
they were part of a community that felt just like home. 

The challenge will be to ensure there is the availability of ongoing support 
and practical tools and resources to ensure the journey continues for 
Alberta rural communities. 

Funders need to know that ACE 
Communities is a grassroots 
movement that engages the 
community and brings decision-
making and impact down to the 
community level. That makes us all 
stronger! 

Innisfail Local Leader 

And, just when they thought 
it would never work out ... it 
suddenly all came together. That’s 
when they found they were part 
of a community that felt just like 
home.


