
L orna McIlroy is a lifelong gardener and a lifelong learner. After 
an enjoyable quarter century in the classroom, taking early 
retirement has allowed her to pursue her passions—travelling, 

gardening and volunteering—particularly with  
the Communities in Bloom (CiB) program.

For the past eleven years she has been very pleased to be part 
of “People, Plants and Pride, Growing Together” as a provincial, 
national and international judge.

Any drive throughout Alberta will reveal the familiar CiB 
signage, with some version of “Proud to be a Community in 
Bloom.” Provincial communities are grouped according to popula-
tion for competitive judging. There is also the option of partic-
ipating in the Friends (non-competitive) category, evaluated or 
non-evaluated.

Last year, the Alberta program included towns, villages and 
hamlets from all parts of the province. Winners from the provin-
cial program are invited to join the national program. Again, all of 
Alberta was well represented. Winners at the national level have 
several options—including an international challenge.

Communities in Bloom is a volunteer-based, non-profit 
Canadian organization committed to fostering civic pride, environ-
mental responsibility, and beautification through community 
participation and the challenge of participating in an internation-
ally recognized Quality of Life program.
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European national beautification programs 
provided the inspiration for Communities in 
Bloom in Canada. The Canadian program began 
twenty-one years ago with twenty-nine Canadian 
communities, and has grown to over 100 national 
participants and hundreds of municipalities.

Communities in Bloom is more than a beauty 
contest. The word ‘bloom’ is defined as a state 
or time of high development or achievement. 
CiB helps a community to bloom by boosting 
civic pride and community involvement, encour-
aging continuous improvement throughout 
the community, preserving the community`s 
natural and cultural heritage, exchanging ideas 
and enjoying cultural expression, increasing 
community property values, fostering environ-
mental awareness and stewardship, attracting 
tourists, enhancing the visual appeal of neigh-
bourhoods and public spaces, and engaging 
citizens and agencies in acting together to grow 
flowers and friendships.

Volunteers who are chosen as CiB judges bring 
various strengths to their position such as horti-
cultural knowledge and experience, community 
development skills, civic government history, 
experience in evaluation or judging, journalistic 
expertise and report writing skills. The coordi-
nator skilfully matches judges with complemen-
tary strengths to provide communities with  
the best possible judging experience and  
evaluation report.

Every summer, volunteer judges evaluate 
municipalities on six key criteria: tidiness, 
environmental action, heritage conservation, 
urban forestry, landscape and floral displays. The 
principle of community involvement is so funda-
mental to the program that it is evaluated within 
each criterion.

After visiting a community, two judges work 
together to evaluate the community on these 
criteria, by giving a numerical score that will 
translate into the number of blooms awarded. 
They will also choose a special mention and 
provide a comprehensive document that includes 
their observations and suggestions that will help 
build vibrant and sustainable communities.

It is very important to note that communi-
ties are not really judged against each other. 

Instead, each community is judged against its 
potential, that is, what is the community doing 
with what they have. To a retired teacher like 
Lorna McIlroy, the evaluation is just like a giant 
school report card.

When judging provincially, the judges have 
trained together and are already familiar with 
each other. However, when judging nationally or 
internationally, Lorna smiles as she divulges how 
she will meet a strange man at an airport and will 
then spend all her daylight hours with him over 
the next two or three weeks. 

As a legacy project for the 100th anniver-
sary of the City of Grande Prairie in 2014, one 
hundred city parks were named for people who 
have assisted in the growth and development of 
Grande Prairie. Lorna was one of these people. 
She was surprised, humbled and enormously 
honoured when a beautiful new park in a devel-
oping subdivision was named Lorna McIlroy 
Park. The citation recognized her many years of 
service on a city committee now known as the 
Community Enhancement Advisory Committee. 
It also honoured her work with the local garden 
club and community garden, her role with the 
Alberta Horticultural Association and, of course, 
her service for the past decade as a provincial, 
national and international judge for Communities 
in Bloom. 

Communities in Bloom in Alberta has been coordinated 
by the Alberta Recreation and Parks Association (ARPA) 
since 2006. More information is available online  
at www.cib.arpaonline.ca 
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