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Alberta’s
charities
touch our lives
every day.
They’re part of our communities. In fact, they are the
ones who promote the whole concept of community.

But they’re more than that – much more.

Alberta’s 19,000 charities and nonprofit organizations employ more than 176,000
people. The economic impact of the voluntary sector is estimated to be $9.6 billion.

And that’s without even including the 449 million hours of volunteer time contributed to
the province’s voluntary sector each year.

It’s an amazing story, and one that we at The Muttart Foundation think needs to be
told. For that reason, this is the only advertisement you’ll read in this section. The focus
needs to be on these people and organizations, and on those they serve.

In 1953, Gladys and Merrill Muttart established this foundation. They and their
businesses had always been strong supporters of charities. They believed they had an
obligation to the communities in which they lived and worked. Through the foundation,
they could continue and even expand their contributions.

Now, 56 years later, the foundation continues that vision. Since its inception, it has
granted more than $63 million to Canadian charities to help them help others.

In the pages that follow, you will read of the successes of Alberta’s charities and
nonprofits, and of their issues. You will see why The Muttart Foundation believes that a
strong, vibrant and sustainable voluntary sector is important to all of us.

We hope you find these stories captivating. We hope that you will learn something from
them. And we hope that you will join us in ensuring that Alberta’s voluntary sector
remains strong.

The Board of Directors
The Muttart Foundation



CARING AND SHARINGE3	 Wednesday, June 17, 2009 edMOnTOn JOuRnaL / edmontonjournal.com

Bill SaSS
E d m o n t o n  Jo u r n a l  S p e c i a l  P r o j e c t s  W r i t e r

E d m o n t o n

It’s not the best of times for volunteer or-
ganizations in Alberta.

In fact, says Bob Wyatt, executive direc-
tor of the Muttart Foundation in Edmonton, 
the sector is “probably in a more precarious 
situation than it has been anytime in at least 
the last two decades.”

The economic situation is clearly affect-
ing non-profits in everything from human 
resources recruiting and retention, to fund-
ing, to the operation of lotteries and to the 
concern they are not able to meet the needs 
of all the people who are coming to them, 
he says.

“In an economic downturn, the only ser-
vices for which demand increases are those 
services provided by the volunteer sector.

“A downturn has societal implications that 
play out as increased domestic violence, in-
creased issues of alcohol abuse.”

demand for services on rise
Quantitative evidence of increasing de-

mand is beginning to emerge.
Recently, the Edmonton Food Bank report-

ed a 70 per cent year-over-year increase in 
people walking through its doors.

Wyatt contends the volunteer sector should 
be the target of government stimulus pack-
ages equal to — or more than — those being 
offered in other parts of the economy, like 
the auto industry, if for no other reason than 
non-profits contribute more to the gross do-
mestic product (GDP) than carmakers.

“The voluntary sector contributes three 
times as much to the gross domestic product 
as does the entire automotive manufactur-
ing industry.” The value-added GDP on non-
profits is $29.6 billion in Canada, he says.

“While governments are falling all over 
themselves to ensure there is stimulus in 
other parts of the economy, it seems to me 
the governments have been ignoring the 
plight of the volunteer sector.

“In addition to seeing reductions in fund-
ing or, at best, freezing of funding, we are 
seeing increased demands and we’re seeing 
nothing in terms of stimulus packages.”

Demand for cars, Wyatt pointed out, isn’t 
going up.

Even those organizations that are large 
enough to have reserves are being affected 
because they have to invest those reserves 

and, of course, they’ve got the same problem 
as anyone else who is in the stock market.

“At the same time, individual donors — 
and we don’t have any hard data yet — seem 
to be reluctant to be writing cheques, not 
surprisingly.

“What I’m hearing across the country — 
and certainly we’ve seen in Alberta — lot-
tery sales are problematic. I’m hearing that 
special events are drawing nowhere close to 
what they usually draw (runs, charity ga-
las, dinners). They’re not bidding as high 
in charity auctions. With a few exceptions, 
corporations are cutting back their commu-
nity investments.”

It’s not a good time for the volunteer sector, 
he says, but “these people continue, each 
day, to try to make Alberta a better place 
in any number of ventures — recreation, 
education, faith.

“All these organizations have the common 
purpose of trying to improve the quality of 
life.”

The issues aren’t new for the sector. 
Wyatt says one of the main problems is 

non-profits have never created significant 
public awareness of just what a critical part 
of the community they are — enough pub-
lic awareness to give them a voice in policy 
making.

“Leaving aside the economic issue, Ed-
monton could not survive a week without 

the volunteer sector,” Wyatt says. “I think 
that’s true across Canada.

“They play such an integral part of what 
we expect our communities to be, but they 
are invisible. People just expect that they 
will always be there.

“We’re facing, now, a situation where orga-
nizations that have long histories through-
out the province are wondering whether 
they are going to be able to survive.”

Clearing up misconceptions
But there’s a misconception that volunteer 

organizations fight for existence simply to 
keep the organizations alive, Wyatt says.

“One of the messages I don’t think that’s 
really understood is that people aren’t talk-
ing about organizations because the organi-
zation should exist, but rather because the 
services have to exist.

“So when a sector organization says ‘we 
can’t do it for that much money’ or ‘we need 
more money to deliver the service,’ it’s not 
to keep the agencies alive, it’s to keep the 
service alive.

“That’s a critical distinction that needs to 
be made, whether it’s hockey leagues going 
to the city and saying ‘we need more rinks 
because we can’t get people up any earlier 
in the morning to go out and practice.

“It’s not because the hockey league is the 
ultimate beneficiary, it’s because those kids 

shouldn’t be up at four in the morning.”
 “I don’t know that we’re at the door to 

Armageddon, but because we haven’t cre-
ated a profile around the sector, there isn’t 
the public noise around them — ‘of course 
they should be part of planning, of course, 
they require funding to do what they’re do-
ing.’ ”

Wyatt gives an example of why the non-
profit sector should have its own seat at the 
policy planning tables.

“This goes back a couple of years, but when 
the province introduced mandatory volun-
teering for students, everybody was saying 
‘isn’t that a wonderful thing that we’re going 
to have students introduced to the volunteer 
sector.’

“The voluntary sector wasn’t involved in 
those conversations and could have said ‘the 
insurance policies you insist that we carry, 
require us to spend about 80 hours, screen-
ing and training a volunteer before we let 
them anywhere near a person.

“You’ve just added to our workload with 
no additional resources.”

Getting the message out
He says it’s also important to recognize 

the professional part of the volunteer sector 
— not all situations can be covered by those 
willing to raise their hands and step in.

“We don’t want enthusiastic amateurs 
doing social work with kids. That’s one of 
the problems with the term ‘voluntary sec-
tor’ — too many people see just volunteers 
— and volunteers are a critical part of the 
sector — but there’s also a very large profes-
sional staff. 

“Even they report to volunteers. The model 
is totally different than anything else in our 
society and that should be celebrated,” Wy-
att says.

Wyatt admits the sector has not been ef-
fective in getting these messages out — es-
pecially about the value of non-profits and 
charities to society. 

When businesses, in better times, were try-
ing to recruit workers to Alberta, they were 
selling the quality of life in the communi-
ties of Edmonton, Red Deer and Calgary 
and throughout the rest of the province, 
he says.

“Well, a lot of that is the work of the vol-
untary sector.”

“We’re everywhere. You cannot find a part 
of this province where the volunteer sector 
doesn’t exist.”

downturn raises demand for services
Volunteer sector should be the target for government stimulus packages
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Are there are too many non-profit groups 
out there, doing the same sorts of things and 
making it hard for people to decide where 
to donate time or money?

It’s a common belief, partly based on a 
national explosion in their numbers dur-
ing the 1990s. 

A 2006 Calgary Chamber of Voluntary 
Organizations report said data from the 
Canada Revenue Agency revealed the num-
ber of registered charities in Canada grew 
by 25.8 per cent, or 15,878 organizations 
during the 1990s. 

However, “While more than 80 per cent of 
this increase occurred in the first half of the 
decade, during the period of government 
cutbacks, the growth of organizations is in 
part due to growing community needs and a 
changing awareness and attitude in society 
towards certain issues,” the report said.

“Increased medical knowledge and a more 
open attitude toward the discussion of cer-
tain conditions has resulted in the emer-
gence of organizations that address medical 
conditions that were either unknown or not 
publicly discussed,” the report added. 

“The fact that there are now more orga-
nizations that address subjects such as lit-
eracy, domestic violence, immigrant needs, 
homelessness, among other issues, reflects 
the changing awareness of these needs in 
our communities.”

It was pointed out in the report “there are 
often important differences between orga-
nizations that aren’t apparent to ‘outsiders.’ 
Not all agencies are able to articulate their 
‘niche’ and distinguish themselves from oth-
ers,” so what may look like duplication may 
actually be “different groups with different 
approaches to similar community concerns, 
like domestic violence, or they may be serv-
ing specific geographic communities.”

duplication can be important 
Some experts in the field also agree that 

any overlapping of services may well be sim-
ply a perception. 

But duplication in the sector may be im-
portant too, says Keith Seel, director of 
the Institute for Non-Profit Studies, based 
at Calgary’s Mount Royal College. In any 
given community, there isn’t just one se-
niors home, one soccer team, one hospital, 
he says.

Noting the Alberta volunteer sector’s 
19,000 organizations employ some 160,000 
people and have revenues in the $10-billion 
a year area, Seel says “most people don’t un-
derstand how big it is. Take an aerial view of 
your city and remove the (largely volunteer-
run) churches, the parks, the soccer fields. 
You’re left with downtown buildings and 
homes in the suburbs.”

Many groups should take an aerial look at 
themselves too, he says. 

In a workshop last year called Trans-
forming the Non-profit Sector, “problems 
emerged. Non-profit organizations don’t 
think of themselves as part of a bigger sys-
tem, such as children’s agencies, yet there 
are several hundred across the province, not 

one single agency. Integrity of the whole sys-
tem (such as seniors or people with disabili-
ties) requires pretty sophisticated change. 
If you never leave your home or apartment, 
you never meet other people, never know 
what’s around you.”

Seel takes a poke at governments on the 
whole “duplication” issue. “Governments 
sometimes say there are too damn many 
non-profits. They never say there are too 
many businesses. Yet there are far more fail-
ures in business. Governments want services 
provided in the community, yet they would 
never meddle with business the way they do 
with non-profits.

“Both generate economic value, such as 
services like food banks. It’s very naive to 
say there are too many charities.”

Government should look inward
The duplication topic rankles Volunteer 

Alberta executive director Karen Lynch. 
“I think we’ll see it (repeated) more and 
more. Government has loudly said it too 
many times.

“But if there are too many groups, she asks, 
who or what caused that?

“And if it’s a problem, maybe the govern-
ment should change the requirements to 
register as a non-profit,” Lynch says, noting 
current rules in Alberta only require five sig-
natures, a witness and a registration fee of 
$50. “Why not require 25 signatures and a 
$1,000 fee?” she asks. 

And, of the 19,000 non-profit groups in 
Alberta, Lynch adds, 7,000 are churches or 
faith-based organizations, while another 
large sector is related to hospitals. Every 
hospital has a foundation to bridge the gap 
over government funding, Lynch points out, 
asking if the government really wants to sug-
gest Alberta has either too many churches 
or hospital foundations.

Finally, she says, the numbers tossed 
around in the public debate aren’t accu-
rate. Blackett looked at the 19,000 non-
profits in Alberta and the Canada Revenue 
Agency’s registered charities across Canada 
— 80,000 — to come up with the idea that 
the province had 25 per cent of non-profits 
in the country. That’s comparing apples to 
oranges, as all non-profits aren’t charities, 
which are registered with the Canada Rev-
enue Agency. 

As Lynch has been trying to get both gov-
ernment and public to understand, the 
country actually has 161,000 non-profit 
organizations, of which Alberta has 19,000, 
while the province is home to only 9,000 of 
those 80,000 registered charitable organi-

zations, or “10.6 per cent of the population 
(of Canada) and 11.3 per cent of the non-
profits.

“That very small mistake is having very 
huge ramifications,” says Lynch. “We’re 
seeing public policy being based on inac-
curate figures. You wouldn’t want revenue 
estimates to be based on oil today at $160 
a barrel.”  

Another big change needed in the volun-
teer sector, Seel says, is the outdated laws 
governing it. The 1601 Act of Charity sets 
the main rules, and “it hasn’t significantly 
changed (since) in how we understand what 
charities are. It’s in our (British) Common 
Law heritage, but England, Australia, New 
Zealand have all updated charities legisla-
tion.” 

Here in Canada, he explains, charity still 
has only four subheads: religion, education, 
poverty and other services beneficial to the 
community. “In the United Kingdom, that’s 
expanded to 10. 

“They allow political advocacy, for ex-
ample. Here, that’s forbidden. You can’t 
take a partisan perspective on legislation, 
like votes for women. You’ll lose your chari-
table status. 

“Charities cannot comment on seniors 
drugs, homeless policies, child welfare. It’s 
an unreasonable burden. Nowhere else, not 
the U.S., not the Commonwealth, does that. 
We’re behind 20 to 25 years.

“And, why are charities governed by the 
Canada Revenue Agency, under the Income 
Tax Act since post-First World War? Why not 
Human Resources or Social Services?”    

Faith-based groups seem safe 
Seel says studies show faith-based groups 

aren’t seeing much change in funding de-
spite the recession, but other smaller non-
profits are “more vulnerable, and those that 
are dependent on government funding es-
pecially so. Yet it is government that most 
affects organizations. 

“How government behaves is the No. 1 
risk factor to registered charities,” says Seel, 
quoting new research. Less of a factor is the 
organizations’ own behaviours and things 
like financial disruptions, he adds. 

So how do the 22 million individual Ca-
nadians who annually give more than $5 
billion to various charities (based on a 2003 
national survey) know their money is well-
spent? Or government and corporate do-
nors? Likewise, the four in 10 of Albertans 
who volunteer want to ensure their 127 
million hours of service (an average of 139 
hours a year each) is time well-spent.

Blackett focuses on redundancies
Alberta Culture minister Lindsay Blackett 

said in a recent interview, “I think they (non-
profit organizations) would admit there’s 
some duplication, but you can’t sweep with a 
wide brush … in Calgary, for instance, there 
are 144 not-for-profit sectors that deal spe-
cifically with the homeless.   

“I know in talking with the Cerebral Pal-
sy Association, they recognize that there’s 
some duplication among different groups 
that deal … with people with specific dis-
abilities. They said, ‘We can work together. 
We can do a better job of getting some of 
us together in a building with collaborative 
services.’ ”

Blackett says his main focus is redundancy 
in administration, not front-line services. 
Speaking of Alberta’s estimated 19,000 
non-profit organizations, he says, “We say 
you shouldn’t have 19,000 people answer-
ing phones and 19,000 others doing the 
books. Share resources, share space. As 
government, we’ve got to do the same thing. 
We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

It may not be as easy as it sounds 
Janet Mathieson has worked both sides 

of the table for more than 20 years, having 
been a leader in the volunteer sector and 
now a consultant to that sector, to corpora-
tions and to government.

Working together, or even merging similar 
organizations makes some sense, she says, 
citing last fall’s merger of the Calgary group, 
the Alberta Mentor Foundation for Youth, 
into the Big Brothers and Big Sisters of Cal-
gary and Area. 

The foundation effectively became a pro-
gram of Big Brothers and Big Sisters, and 
runs mPower, an in-school youth mentor-
ing program that pairs adult mentors with 
junior and senior high students.    

However, she adds, “it may be difficult (for 
some groups) to integrate, or a program gets 
lost in the larger organization.”

Tough questions are being asked now by 
corporations and governments as well as 
individual donors: who to fund and why 
give to this particular group or to any or-
ganization?

It’s a bit of a double whammy for groups. 
Mathieson says, “A lot of organizations are 
being asked to be as efficient and as effec-
tive as they can be, and prove they are the 
best to provide (a service) to justify getting 
funding. They are quite challenged. A lot of 
manpower and resources are being used to 
generate reports, outcomes, measures, to 
satisfy (their donors and governments).”

duplication of non-profit groups a hot topic

ChRis sChWaRz, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL

Bob Wyatt, second from left, with staff at the Muttart Foundation office

 Governments sometimes say 
there are too damn many non-profits. 

They never say there are too many 
businesses. Yet there are far more 

failures in business. Governments 
want services provided in the 

community, yet they would never meddle with business 
the way they do with non-profits. 

Keith Seel, director of the Institute 
 for Non-Profit Studies

 I think we’ll see it (repeated) more 
and more. Government has loudly said it 
too many times. But if there are too many 

groups, who or what caused that? And if it’s 
a problem, maybe the government should 

change the requirements to register 
 as a non-profit. 

Karen Lynch, Volunteer Alberta  
executive director 



CARING AND SHARINGE4	 Wednesday, June 17, 2009 edMOnTOn JOuRnaL / edmontonjournal.com

Bill SaSS
E d m o n t o n  Jo u r n a l  S p e c i a l  P r o j e c t s  W r i t e r

E d m o n t o n

Replacing the “wrong stuff” in a young 
person’s head with the “right stuff” is key 
to getting a life that’s going wrong back on 
track, says Kyle Dube, director of YOUCAN, 
in Edmonton.

YOUCAN, which stands for Youth Orga-
nizing to Understand Conflict and Advocate 
Non-violence, is a group of volunteers and 
paid staff that deal with youths at risk be-
tween the ages of 16 and 25.

“Basically they’re young people who are 
at risk of hurting themselves, hurting oth-
ers, not being positive contributors to our 
community and involved in some stuff quite 
detrimental to them.”

The “stuff” the organization’s leaders are 
trying to change is an attitude about what’s 
really important in life, Dube says.

It’s part of anger management training 
— conflict management and mediation 
skills are the foundation of YOUCAN’s 16-
week course.

“There are various peace-building prin-
ciples we talk about.

One is ‘know your stuff.’ Your stuff isn’t the 
vehicle you drive or the house you live in 
that makes you up as a person.

“We talk about an iceberg. With an iceberg, 
you only see 10 per cent. The other 90 per 
cent is under the surface, just like us.

“What’s under the surface is what makes 
up our ‘stuff.’ That helps us in terms of our 
likes, our dislikes, our values, our morals. 
It’s all the experiences we’ve had in our lives 
that really play a part in that.”

Understanding yourself and what triggers 
anger is a big step toward managing that 
anger, Dube says.

“When I was 10 years old, I had a really 
bad experience with these five aboriginal 
boys who used to beat the crap out of my 
brother and me.

“I didn’t like aboriginal people for a long 
time because of that. It had nothing to do 
with them being aboriginal, they were just 
jerky kids.”

But the young Dube parcelled it all to-
gether in his mind.

“When I turned 18-19 years old, I started 
working my first job at the Bissell Centre in 
downtown Edmonton, my ‘stuff’ changed, 
because I worked with these unbelievable 
aboriginal volunteers that just loved their 
community and doing what they were do-
ing.”

Mental and attitude change are part of the 
growing-up process.

“We talk a lot about that with young people 
and, hopefully, try to have them see the an-
ger management part of things comes from 
your ‘stuff,’ ” Dube says.

And, sometimes, it’s not what you say so 
much as how you say it that’s important, 
and communication skills are also part of 
keeping conflict at bay.

YOUCAN tries to teach its clients to listen 
more, and more clearly communicate what 
they want to say.

“It’s very interesting, after the first few 
weeks of the program, they come back and 
they go ‘I tried — and it worked.’ They’re 
blown away.”

ottawa was birthplace of program
Conflict resolution skills are a necessity, 

Dube says. 
“Quite often the conflict can lead them to 

being homeless. A conflict can lead them 
to being kicked out of school, incarcerated, 
to physical harm to themselves or other 
people.”

YOUCAN started in 1997 in Ottawa, the 
brainchild of professional mediator and 
national executive director Dave Farthing, 
It branched out to Edmonton and Alberta 
in 2002.

“We’re dealing with young people that are 
involved in the justice system, we’re dealing 
with young people who are out of school.”

The kids are dealing with issues around do-
mestic violence, gang involvement, alcohol 

and drug abuse and addiction, housing is-
sues, lack of personal development skills.

“They’re lacking some of the skills nec-
essary to be a contributing citizen in our 
community, So what we’re trying to do with 
them is help transition them back into either 
school or employment.

“But they’ve got a lot of barriers — some 
of their barriers are getting up in the morn-
ing,” says Dube.

The centre runs two programs at a time, 
each with 12 at-risk youths.

Even the Monday-to-Friday scheduling is a 
calculated step in the training, Dube says.

“We try to set it up almost like a job set-
ting, so they can get used to getting into the 
motions of going somewhere regularly and 
having that expectation of being on time, 
showing up and participating.”

In addition to conflict management and 
personal mediation, the clients learn the 
more mundane life skills such as basic health 
and wellness, cooking, assertiveness training 
and establishing self-esteem.

Special weekend in the works
Dealing with police is another sore spot 

for many of the young people in YOUCAN’s 
program, Dube says.

“Our youth at risk really struggle with the 
police. For the most part, they just haven’t 
had great experiences with them.

“A lot of our young people that we deal 
with were probably taken out of their homes 
as kids and that was their first experience 
with a police officer — back in the day, 
the police used to show up and take the 
child.”

No matter how sensitive or kindly the of-
ficer, taking a four-year-old away from what 
he deems “normal” invariably creates a neg-
ative impression in the youngster’s mind, 
Dube says.

Working with the neighbourhood em-
powerment team in Edmonton, YOUCAN 
is trying to put together a dealing with dif-
ference kind of weekend for youth at risk 
and police officers.

“Some police officers kind of have a hate 
on for young people,” Dube says. 

“We want to bring the police and the kids 
together to see if we can really kind of hu-
manize everybody.

“Maybe they can tell each other their sto-
ries and start to realize that not every cop in 
the city is a jerk and not every youth at risk 
in the city is a jerk and see if we can make a 
little bit of progress.”

Admittance not guaranteed 
Young people are referred to the program 

by probation officers, social workers, other 
youth-serving agencies, he says.

But referral or knocking on the door 
doesn’t guarantee entry to the program, 
Dube says.

“Then we do an assessment process. It’s not 
their right to be in the program, it’s a privi-
lege. It’s a pretty heavy-duty assessment. We 
get them to go and do a few things. We want 
to see a commitment level.”

Some of the kids manipulate the system — 
say the right things to get into the program 
and, if the work gets tough, they quit.

YOUCAN is also trying to get a handle on 
what the young clients do when they’re 
outside the classes and in the community 
— keeping them from reverting to old habits 
and haunts is important, he says.

“We have a community worker on board 
now that’s going to be working with them to 
get them involved in different things in the 
community, either volunteering or sports 
or art. 

“We think it’s really good to be a support 
for them, but we want to connect them with 
other groups and organizations in the city.

“We all need to have that. A lot of them 
haven’t experienced such things.”

Funding always an issue 
YOUCAN is funded by federal agencies 

and some provincial money is available for 
shorter programs, he says. The organization 
also does fundraising.

“We have a partner here in Edmonton, Na-
tive Counselling Services of Alberta, and we 
bring aboriginal and non-aboriginal youth 
together. That program is funded by corpo-
rate sponsors.

“Some say crime is down, some say that it’s 
up. The bottom line is that youth violence 
is there.”

the ‘right stuff’ is under the surface
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He’s obviously in good shape. His hand-
shake is firm, the eye contact is a sign of 
confidence and his grin is infectious.

Let’s call him Scott, a young man of 18, to 
protect his identity.

Less than a year ago, Scott was a very dif-
ferent young man — living in a halfway 
house, on probation for manslaughter, in-
volved with a gang and drugs and was just 
laid off a job as a construction labourer.

He was a child of the province’s young of-
fender system.

“I was in a fairly bad space,” he says, sitting 
on a sofa in Kyle Dube’s office at YOUCAN’s 
new digs at the east end of Westmont Junior 
High School.

“I had an attitude — like it was always a 
bad day. I didn’t give a damn. I was trying 
to make a transition, but it wasn’t happen-
ing.”

His parole officer pointed him toward 
YOUCAN, an organization set up to help 
youth at risk.

Scott graduated from YOUCAN’s 16-week 
program last summer. The centre’s core tar-

get is teaching youths, 16 to 25, anger and 
conflict management. Along the way, they 
learn some basic cooking and other lifestyle 
skills.

“When I came, it was kind of boring,” he 
said. 

“But you keep going and find yourself. 
“Whatever you want to do, they can help 

— but you have to do it … what’s that say-
ing, a teacher opens the door, but you have 
to walk through it.”

Scott walked through the door and into 
another one at an Edmonton high school.

That wasn’t easy, says Dube, Edmonton 
YOUCAN director. 

The school’s principal not only got a look 
at Scott’s academic record, but his criminal 
record as well and wasn’t inclined to let him 
in.

“We really had to advocate to get him 
in.”

Sport a great motivator
Scott says he’ll finish high school next fall, 

attend Centre High and explore further edu-
cation in art or carpentry.

But while YOUCAN and school are now 
part of his life, it may have been hockey that 
sealed the deal on his new outlook.

The volunteer that drove Scott to his games 
became “tight” with him, Dube says. He be-
came a mentor and involved Scott with his 
family.

But hockey also gave Scott something 
else.

“I remember a really great conversation 
with him about being in a gang and being 
on a hockey team,” Dube said.

“The same thing a gang could give him, a 
hockey team can give him.”

Scott agreed. “You’re stronger on a team, 
you have more courage. There’s trust. It’s 
great to pick up a puck with a team at your 
side.

“It kept me out of trouble.”
While he still has contacts with some 

of his old cohorts, he says he’s learned to 
draw lines — no drugs or booze. He has new 
friends from hockey and school.

He’s moving into his own place next month 
and has a summer job in construction before 
going back to school in the fall.

“Scott is a special guy,” Dube says. “He 
touched all the staff. He’s a true success 
story.

“And it really does take a village to raise 
a child — in this case, YOUCAN, school, 
hockey and community support all were 
connected.

“Scott was lost, but trying to find his 
way.”

For information on volunteering for YOU-
CAN, go to www.youcan.ca/pages/volun-
teers.php or call (780) 444-3348.

‘Scott’ is proof YoUCAn program is working

CandaCe eLLiOTT, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL 

 Kyle Dube, director YOUCAN Edmonton, in his office in Edmonton, Alberta. YOUCAN is an organization that deals with youth conflict resolution 

 It really does take a village 
to raise a child — in this case, 

YOUCAN, school, hockey and 
community support all were 

connected. 
Kyle Dube, director  

of YOUCAN Edmonton

 What’s under the surface is 
what makes up our ‘stuff.’

Kyle Dube, of YOUCAN Edmonton

Strong communication skills help keep conflict at bay
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The numbers aren’t all in — but Alberta 
charities and non-profits are keeping a wary 
eye on the sky waiting for a chunk of it to fall 
on their fundraising efforts this year.

Already, the Mustard Seed Ministry in Cal-
gary is predicting a $1-million shortfall of 
donations and that city’s United Way presi-
dent Ruth Ramsden-Wood told the Calgary 
Herald recently “My mantra is that it’s not 
business as usual this year.”

According to a March survey by the Cal-
gary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations, 
34 per cent of Calgary’s non-profits and 
charities reported a drop in cash donations 
— compared to 23 per cent in Edmonton 
and to 29 per cent in other regions. Corpo-
rate donations were also down at 31 per cent 
of responding organizations in Calgary and 
29 per cent in Edmonton saw a drop.

There is little doubt organizations through-
out the province are hunkering down in the 
face of higher demand for services and less 
cash flow — but the majority will actively 
seek new funding (57 per cent) and/or look 
for internal efficiencies that don’t affect pro-
gramming (52.4 per cent).

The poll was based on projections and 
while responding organizations seemed to 
be preparing for the worst, the fears may be 
fiercer than reality.

Survey has interesting data 
Penelope Burk, president of Cygnus Ap-

plied Research of Hamilton, Ont. and Chi-
cago, says her company’s latest poll show a 
lot of people are planning to maintain their 
philanthropy through the lean times of the 
current recession.

Burk has 30 years’ experience in not-for-
profit management and is the author of 
Donor-Centered Fundraising.

While the Cygnus survey asked 22,000 
Americans about their plans for charitable 
donations in recession-battered 2009, Burk 
said, “I would expect the results would be 
fairly similar in Canada.”

“We actually hoped they could look further 
ahead than 2009, but when we tested the 
survey with 1,000 donors, they said ‘it’s bad 
enough trying to conjecture in the flux that 
we’re in.” 

The results break down this way:
About 53 per cent of the respondents said 

they would give the same or more in 2009 
than they did in ’08, and 2007 and 2008 
were banner years.

“When we asked the slight majority who 
would sustain their giving, why they would 
and what circumstances they were expe-
riencing, it was quite fascinating,” Burk 
said.

Most of the respondents had been signifi-
cantly hit by the recession. Eighty per cent 

had lost a lot of investment value — but 
three-quarters of them said they don’t need 
those investments yet and hope they will 
recover.

The bottom line — for donors — is they 
are still fairly certain they can sustain their 
philanthropy because, on a personal level, 
they need to.

 “About 51 per cent said they would make 
further compromises in their own financial 
situation to sustain their philanthropy and 
close to 60 per cent said they will maintain 
it or grow it because not-for-profits need it 
— end of story.

“It’s critically important to them.”
Burk said Canadians have the same dedica-

tion to the non-profits they support, except 
“they just may express it in a little more soft-
spoken way.

“But when I look at participation among 
Americans and Canadians, it’s pretty much 
on a par,” she said. 

The ultimate impact of the recession on 
non-profits depends on several variables.

“I thinks it’s a matter of the scope of the 
recession and its impact on employment and 
industry in general being larger and more 
of an effect.”

But there is a pattern and a flow to when 
philanthropy takes a dip and recovers, she 
said

Donations can often stay steady in the early 
part of a downturn, but then it takes 12 to 18 
months longer to recover once the economy 
has come back.

“I can see why. A lot of the negotiations 
for gifts take a long time and they’re often 
multi-year. 

“One of the phenomena I’m seeing now is 
that the majority of donors who have made 
multi-year pledges to capital campaigns say 
they’ll still fulfil a pledge they have in place, 
but if asked to start a new campaign right 
now, they would be more reluctant.”

“They’re much preferring to say ‘I’ll give 
you this year’s gift, but you’ll have to come 
back, because I can’t predict the future.’ ”

 This will be a dramatic change for capital 

campaigns, she said — but not necessarily 
a bad change.

“Maybe fundraisers on the ground may not 
think so, but the reason I think it’s a benefit is 
it forces the not-for-profits not to take donors 
for granted.

“If they have to come back every year to 
renegotiate four major gifts, instead of one, 
then they really have to stay on top of the 
quality of the interaction between them 
and their donor and to communicate with 
them effectively and to show progress on 
the campaign.”

don’t sit back and wait for money
In other words, charities can’t simply put 

their hands out and expect someone to put 
money into it.

“They really have to sell themselves all 
over again. While that may be somewhat 
time-consuming, I think that’s really, really 
good.

“It speaks to the number-one complaint 
that donors have about being followed or 
dealt with directly and quite intensely while 
the not-for-profit is looking for the gift, but 
as soon as they procure it, everything falls 
away.”

Burk’s advice to non-profits concerned 
about funding levels:

“Reach out to donors and members and 
subscribers and ticket buyers and anybody 
who voluntarily gives money so they can be 
solvent and do good work. 

“Reach out to those people from the top 
— from the CEO, chair of the board or artis-
tic director and tell donors they’re thinking 
of them and they hope they’re OK in this 
recession.

“Tell donors they, as an organization, will 
be fine, because donors are very worried 
about whether not-for-profits can remain 
solvent. 

Frankly, if anybody can, they can. Not-for-
profits are amazing in morphing their way 
through bad times. 

“They know how to strip to the bone. The 
ones that will survive this recession are the 
not-for-profits. 

“It may not be pretty, but they will survive 
— not because of what their donors will 
do in the future, but what they’ve done for 
themselves.”

Charities, non-profits face tough year
Higher demand for services plus less cash an issue during hard times 
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The Alberta Department of Culture and 
Community Spirit’s decision to axe the Wild 
Rose Foundation from its tool box of funding 
venues set off a firestorm of concern among 
the province’s non-profit organizations.

And the department’s minister, Lindsay 
Blackett, knows it — but says the $9-million 
cash shortfall in his budget made it neces-
sary to rethink funding initiatives.

“The timing was lousy, but budget cuts are 
lousy,” he said in an interview as he was driv-
ing to Edmonton from his Calgary home.

“It’s a tough time, but one of the things 
that it forces us to do is take a look at all 
our different funding departments. “Wild 
Rose provided a lot of great things, but you 
couldn’t keep it, it just wasn’t there.”

The foundation funded non-profit pro-
grams overseas and in Alberta.

With cuts in funding also came a shift in 
policy about who should get the dollars still 
available in the department’s main non-
profit fund sources, the Community Initia-
tives Program (CIP) and the Community 
Facilities Enhancement Program (CFEP), 
Blackett said.

“We kept the programs important for in-
frastructure building within the sector. 

“And we realized the grants we hand out 
right now doesn’t get enough money to the 
community and not-for-profit organizations 
that deal with the social issues.”

Causes that “don’t really help the com-
munity where it lives,” will still be eligible 
for provincial funding — but not as much, 
Blackett said.

“For example, a hockey team wants to go to 
Europe. Fine. Right now, we’re giving them 
up to $75,000 for their trip.

“I’m not saying they shouldn’t go to Eu-
rope, but that means $75,000 is not going 
to another community group that may need 
a soup kitchen.

“You’ve got to make choices. We said 
we’re going to cap that at $10,000 instead 
of $75,000.”

That decision saved $800,000 that can be 
used for social service initiatives, he said.

“And when we did a couple of things like 
that, without punishing anybody, without 
taking a huge amount of money away and 
looking at how we can focus on the social 
sector side of the not-for profit sector, we 
found $6 million.”

Organizations that dealt with the Wild 
Rose Foundation are still free to apply for 
CIP and CFEP funding, he said.

“It’s for any not-for-profits, and especially 
the ones that give community service and 
social service.”

Blackett said his department is establishing 
a citizen advisory group to “help me look at 
areas we’re going to have to focus on around 
the province that are having troubles. 

The board won’t be like the Wild Rose 
board — but four former foundation mem-
bers will sit on it with representatives of the 
development and funding community, he 
said. The citizen advisory group will be a lot 
closer “to the front lines,” Blackett said.

“I think the sector will respond well, be-
cause they’re never had the kind of access 
to government and this kind of dialogue 
before.”

Another initiative will be to institute a “one 

form” policy to simplify the grant applica-
tion process.

“You’ve got information on an organization 
— address, phone numbers and board mem-
bers and you’ve got financial information. 
“And while you’re on a secure site, there’s no 
reason why government can’t share that in-
formation. That means less duplication.” 

Cutting a swath through bureaucratic red 
tape will allow organizations to return their 
concentration to their “core competencies,” 
Blackett said.

“They shouldn’t have to spend four or five 
hours a day in a four-or five-person opera-
tion (doing paperwork). That means you 
can’t do your caseloads, that deal with the 
people you’re charged to help.”

Creating a leaner, more efficient depart-

ment now may also help shelter non-profit 
funding in the future, he said.

“I think we’ve made the point, collectively, 
between members of the sector, the vot-
ers, myself and my colleagues, that when 
we start looking for money the next time 
when we have to deal with budget restraints, 
we have to think really hard whether or not 
we want to touch this sector and impair the 
job they do, which is very much needed 
throughout the province.

“There’s an awful lot of work that gets done 
out there that people don’t understand, un-
less it’s their own particular association or 
organization they volunteer with.

“Those organizations are the lifeblood.”
Blackett is also tackling some glitches in 

the province’s Community Spirit Fund that 
was set up in 2007 and offers $20 million 
in matching grants to Alberta’s 19,000 or 
so non-profits and charities as well as $80 
million in tax writeoffs to donors.

In 2008, only about 1,600 organizations 
applied.

“This is where all this stuff finally hit the 
road for me last year.”

He discovered his department had con-
tacted only 7,700 organizations because 
“nobody had a list.”

“We phoned some, e-mailed, but we still 
only had 1,600. We want to get that number 
up. Some of the small ones who needed the 
money the most didn’t apply. We have to find 
out why and come up with a solution.

“We’ll make that better for the next time 
around. I don’t think it was anybody’s fault, 
it was just the reality of what happened.”

The complete list of organizations is now 
available www.servicealberta.ca/Chari-
table_Organizations.cfm.

Blackett on axing the Wild Rose Foundation 
Foundation “provided a lot of great things, but you just couldn’t keep it ...”

MARc BENcE, EDMONTON JOURNAL, fiLE

Sports teams seeking grants face a new reality: the government’s desire
to focus more on funding social-service initiatives. 

PAULA TROTTER, cALgARy hERALD

With the world economies gripped by recession, United Way of Calgary and Area president  
Ruth Ramsden-Wood has a new mantra for the times: 

“It’s not business as usual this year.”

 They know 
how to strip to the 

bone. The ones 
that will survive this 

recession are the 
not-for-profits. 

Penelope Burk, 
president of Cygnus Applied Research 

 We kept 
the programs 
important for 
infrastructure 

building within 
the sector. And we 
realized the grants 
we hand out right 

now doesn’t get enough money to 
the community and not-for-profit 

organizations that deal with the 
social issues. 

Lindsay Blackett, Alberta Minister of 
Culture and Community Spirit
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Volunteers coming to the aid of people 
or property in peril in Alberta is almost a 
given.

But to Alberta Municipal Affairs Minister 
Ray Danyluk, “Volunteer firefighters are re-
ally the backbone of our emergency man-
agement system.”

The Alberta Emergency Management 
Agency, run under Danyluk’s ministry, helps 
co-ordinate volunteers and other resources, 
anytime there is a fire, flood, tornado or any 
kind of disaster. 

“Especially in rural Alberta, we know first-
hand the importance of volunteers to our 
communities,” Danyluk says.

“But firefighters are on top of the list.”
“These aren’t volunteers who volunteer 

when they have time, it’s volunteering when 
there is a need.

“They put their own lives aside and volun-
teer to the greater need.

“We couldn’t survive without them,” says 
Danyluk.

His department is working in ways to re-
cruit and retrain firefighters and has started 
a major initiative to change the way the 
volunteers are trained — an obvious and 
necessary step for people working in life-
threatening situations. But the old process is 
often a burden to those considering joining 
a department.

Previously, they all had to go to Lakeland 
College in Vermilion, 192 km east of Edmon-
ton, no matter where they were from in the 
province. 

“If you can imagine a situation where a 
volunteer firefighter has to go to Vermilion 
and he gets two, three or four weeks off on 
holidays — and two weeks would be spent 
in Vermilion doing training when he could 
be spending time with the family. That’s very 
difficult,” says Danyluk. 

The province has taken over the accredita-

tion and certification from Lakeland and is 
trying to bring the training to individuals 
closer to home. 

“We’ve provided $500,000 in regional 
training and try to bring it to the areas where 
the firefighters are and try to bring it to the 
community and they can do the course in 
three or four weeks.

Lakeland still does training, but the prov-
ince also has certified trainers who travel to 
the volunteers.”

Danyluk says the government is also brin-
ing forward legislation that looks at liability 
for municipalities to make sure firefighters 
and municipalities are protected — “so it’s 
not a disincentive to be a firefighter.”

The importance of having trained people 
to respond to emergencies was punctuated 
in recent weeks with the wildfires in Strath-
cona and Lamont and Sturgeon counties. 

“We had individuals who left their jobs 
and told their bosses, ‘I’ll be back when the 

fire subsides, because I’m needed there,’ ” 
Danyluk says.

“Firefighters are the first responders. The 
first responders are there at any emergency, 
whether it be an accident, a small brush 
fire in a community. They’re always leav-
ing work or else getting up in the middle 
of the night.”

Volunteer firefighters in many small com-
munities often respond to situations beyond 
the dispatcher’s call, Danyluk says.

“In my community (Lac La Biche), there 
was a family and a little girl who had cancer 
and they had a fundraiser. The firefighters 
shaved their heads and had a slave auction 
and they raised $45,000.

“When they open up the arena, paint lines 
to get the ball diamonds ready, they call on 
the firefighters.

“They’re volunteers for so many other 
things. It becomes a passion for a lot of 
people,” says Danyluk.

Firefighters top volunteer list 

JOhn Lucas, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL, fiLe

Volunteer firefighters like Lamont’s Dustin Harpe helped battle wild fires that raged 
 north of Josephburg in May of this year.

DiD You Know?

Volunteers can be found in all 
communities, and are of all ages 
and races. Albertans aged 35-44 
are most likely to volunteer, while 
seniors and youth also contribute 
thousands of hours to various 
causes every year.
 About 59 per cent of Albertans 

aged 35-44 volunteer. In terms of 
hours contributed, volunteers over 
65 contributed the most, averag-
ing 254 hours. Nearly one-half of 
all volunteer hours in Alberta were 
contributed by just 10 per cent of 
the volunteers, who gave some 448 
or more of their time.   
Source: www.volunteeralberta.

ab.ca 

Volunteer Calgary’s mission is 
“building community through 
leadership in volunteerism.” Not-for-
profit member organizations with 
volunteer programs access ongoing 
recruitment and referral of more 
than 15,000 volunteers annually.
www.volunteercalgary.ab.ca
Volunteer Calgary’s mission is “To 

engage more people, more effec-
tively, to volunteer in the communi-
ty.” Its not-for-profit member orga-
nizations with volunteer programs 
can access online recruitment and 
referral services. Last year, Volun-
teer Calgary’s database attached 
close to 300,000 searches.      
www.volunteercalgary.ab.ca

YouthVOLUNTEER! is Edmonton 
and area’s online volunteer hub 
designed specifically for youth, by 
youth. With a click of the mouse, 
young people (loosely defined as 13 
to 24) can search through a data-
base of dynamic volunteer opportu-
nities to connect with organizations 
in need.
www.youthone.com/volunteer
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Non-profit organizations of dozens of dif-
ferent stripes exist throughout the province 
— from the largest cities to the smallest 
hamlets.

They are all ready and willing to provide 
the emergency and social services they’ve 
been established to provide.

But what if a catastrophic event — or a 
series of such events — renders the non-
profits themselves incapable of acting? Who 
will heal the doctor?

It’s a question Karen Lynch, executive di-
rector of Volunteer Alberta has been asking 
herself a lot lately.

“Organizations who are based on emergen-
cy response — search and rescue, firefight-
ers, Red Cross and Salvation Army— know 
what to do. They know how to organize 
themselves to operate and how to mobilize 
their volunteers and staff.

“But, in general, there are very few orga-
nizations in Alberta that would know how 
to operate in a pandemic.”

Rosanne Tollenaar, program manager for 
the agency, adds: “Even the Canadian Red 
Cross realizes local organizations are not 
prepared.

“In general, organizations are set up to 
help other people — but they’re not set up 
to help themselves in a disaster.” 

It’s a “what-if?” scenario that, as yet, has 
to be explored in detail.

What if there were a pandemic? 
Organizations that work with children — 

Boys and Girls Clubs, Teen Time, Big Sisters 
and Big Brothers — know that mixing in a 
social setting may be dangerous — but what 
would you do knowing children had no one 
to go home to after school?

Another example would be Meals on 
Wheels. What if there was a tornado and 
the food store was blown away. “How would 
you go about finding food?”

“Those are the questions to which we, as a 
sector, don’t have enough answers,” Lynch 
says.

A part of the solution is to establish the 
non-profit sector as a full partner in Alberta’s 
emergency planning, she said.

Volunteer Alberta has approached the Al-
berta Emergency Measures Agency (AEMA) 
— under the auspices of the Municipal Af-
fairs Department — to help come up with 
a detailed business plan for non-profits 
who may have to face catastrophic circum-
stances.

Tollenaar said the concept of an emergency 
operating plan for non-profits was “quite a 
wake-up call” for the AEMA.

“The AEMA thinks about what volunteers 
can do for them, but they don’t think about 
us being a sector.” 

“We keep running into this with govern-
ment not understanding, as a sector, we 
provide services to Albertans just like manu-
facturing, retail, forestry and health.” The 
AEMA is developing contingency plans for 
the manufacturing and retail sectors.

“It’s time to have such plans in place for the 
non-profit sector as well,” Tollenaar says.

 “If you realize how many services are de-
livered in Alberta through the non-profit 

voluntary sector, the idea of a business 
contingency plan is really good.” 

Lynch says organizations that deliver day-
to-day services, such as youth and senior 
care, women’s shelters and food banks 
need plans to continue to operate in emer-
gencies.

“I don’t know of anybody I’ve spoken to in 
all the conversations that I’ve had that have 
planned for business interruptions.

“Not doing it is “at our own peril as organi-
zations and the peril of Albertans and how 
they’re going to get the services they need,” 
says Lynch.

But even the availability first responders 
— in most cases in rural Alberta, volunteer 
firefighter organizations — isn’t a sure 
bet.

“Retention rates are a concern. We have a 
contract with the Alberta Association of Fire 
Chiefs to do a research project on recruiting 
and retention — on what works and what 
doesn’t work — both in Alberta and across 
Canada.”

Casting a wider net for volunteers would 
deepen the pool of people available to staff 
the fireballs in smaller communities, says 
Lynch.

“I can tell you that the overwhelming num-
ber of firefighters are male and white. 

“We know that in many communities in 
Alberta, they have a whole new group of 
Canadians coming in. This is an opportunity 
for diversity. You don’t have to be white to 
fight fires.”

Ray Danyluk, minister of municipal af-
fairs and responsible for Alberta Emergency 
Management Agency, said he recognizes the 
importance of co-ordinating the efforts of 
volunteers in times of emergency.

The AEMA has a staff of 60 to 70, plus re-
gional directors

“It’s more than just a government agency. 
The agency is a co-ordinating group of all 
the efforts of different ministries, he said. 

“It co-ordinates industry, so if we have a 
disaster, they’re ready to come with support. 
We have a lot of industry people, so when 
you have a disaster, all of the sudden you 
have the water tankers and water pumpers 
that come out of the woodwork.”

Having plans to get all the volunteer 
agencies on the same page is vital, Dany-
luk says.

“There has to be that co-ordination and 
that’s what our agency does.

We have mobilization units that have sat-
ellite input, have telephones, mapping and 
sitting areas — basically a centre so that the 
local county or the local town have a spot. 
We bring it to a disaster and it becomes the 
centre.

“We do training sessions, not so much 
for first responders, but for municipalities 
— if this happens, if there’s a tanker going 
through your town and it blows up, how do 
we respond?”

Lines of communication need to be main-
tained, he says.

Ideally, there will be someone in a mu-
nicipality who’s in charge of emergency 
management, they know what avenues to 
take.

“It’s also the co-ordination among the 
volunteers, as with what happened in the 
fire, what happens in any type of disaster, 
like a tornado, is getting the municipalities 
and people involved so all of the sudden you 
have the rec centres, you have the mats for 
people, you have food.

“But you can’t do that without a system 
and a plan ahead of time. 

“There are a lot of people who are on 
standby.”

Who will help those who do the helping?

shauGhn BuTTs, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL

Karen Lynch, left, is the executive director of Volunteer Alberta and Rossanne Tollenaar, is the program manager. 

Emergency preparedness 
training needed 

for non-profit agencies

Volunteer training spread 
across the province
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Most Canadians would probably prefer 
that their lives never force them to learn 
much about law.

But whether you’re a volunteer or rent an 
apartment or need to write a will, you may 
want to get to know the Legal Resource Cen-
tre of Alberta.

Since it was first incorporated in 1975, the 
centre has had a mandate to “contribute to, 
advance and promote the legal knowledge 
and education of the people of Canada,” 
according to their website: www.legalre-
sourcecentre.ca.

Centre has many uses
“The centre caters to all areas of law with 

a group of very, very dedicated people who 
feel strongly about social justice,” explains 
Legal Resource Centre executive director 
Diane Rhyason. 

“We have a lot of resources,” both staff and 
volunteer, she adds. 

Among the centre’s core programs is the 
Access to Justice Network, the only nation-
wide law and justice resource open to all 
Canadians all the time. 

Through the centre, ordinary Canadians 
can read up on topics of interest, ask ques-
tions by phone or e-mail related to laws and 

legal issues and get refer-
rals to sites or services 
they need.    

For the non-profit sec-
tor, much of the Legal 
Resource Centre’s work 
involves helping organi-
zations understand the 
laws relating to Canada’s 
Income Tax Act, and 
helping these groups 
“stay charities” explains 
Rhyason. 

If a group doesn’t file 
the proper paperwork 
with the Canada Revenue 
Agency or keep tabs on its 
financial information, it 
can lose its charitable status. 

Few volunteer groups can access lawyers 
or can afford to spend precious funds on 
legal advice, and that’s where the centre 
can help.

Whether you’re a volunteer, a commu-
nity league board member or just like to do 
walks or runs to aid a favourite charity, the 
Legal Resource Centre has lots of valuable 
information and resources available, from 
regular publications and reference mate-
rial on law and legal matters, to custom-
ized training programs and consulting and 
networking.

Over the years, the centre has produced 

thousands of publications 
and information items, 
many of which are acces-
sible through its website, 
which from 2007 to 2008 
alone, received 1.5 million 
visits. The centre operates 
the Canadian Legal FAQs, 
an online encyclopedia of 
commonly asked ques-
tions and answers on 25 
legal topics, from abuse 
to copyright, family law 
to real estate, landlord and 
tenant relations, and wills 
and estates. 

The resource centre also 
runs online and print ver-

sions of LawNow, a magazine/e-mail ser-
vice/website which looks at contemporary 
issues from the perspective of the law.

A one-year project of the Legal Resource 
Centre is Charity Central, Small & Rural, 
which offers some on-site sessions in smaller 
communities, but does “a lot of work aimed 
at intermediaries,” Rhyason says. 

Intermediaries are people like librarians 
who can be armed with useful knowledge 
such as the laws relating to non-profit 
groups, as well as wills and estate planning. 
These people then become their smaller 
community’s own information provider or 
resource and referral agent.

The centre also provides technical support 
to help small non-profit organizations re-
duce the costs of setting up and maintaining 
their websites.

The centre itself relies on a large number 
of volunteers, including the 40 to 45 lawyers 
who write for the magazine, and students 
— some in law, some in totally unrelated 
programs — who help in whatever capacity, 
says Rhyason.

Various funding sources
The Alberta Law Foundation has been 

helping fund the Legal Resource Centre 
since Day 1, while Alberta Justice provides 
operational grants, such as supporting a new 
Grade 6 social studies curriculum project. 
The Canada Revenue Agency funds both 
Charity Central Small & Rural, which is 
geared to registered charities in Western 
Canada and the three-year project Char-
ity Central, a national program to educate 
group members about legal requirements 
for issuing donation receipts, maintaining 
proper books and records and fundrais-
ing.

The centre works in association with the 
University of Alberta Faculty of Extension, 
which houses its physical presence. Rhyason 
adds “good supporters over the years” who 
have helped fund and support a variety of 
activities are the Muttart Foundation and 
the Alberta Real Estate Foundation.

Legal Resource Centre a boon to all
non-profit groups find information invaluable 

RyAN JAcksON, EDMONTON JOURNAL

Legal Resource Centre staff, from left, Vincent Chu, Dr. Diane Rhyason, Carole Aippersbach, Tanya Dreichel, Teresa Mitchell, San San Sy, Kirsten Wurmann, and Lucas Mitchell

 The 
centre 

caters to all 
areas of law 
with a group 
of very, very 
dedicated 

people 
who feel strongly about social 

justice. 
Diane Rhyason, Legal Resource 

Centre executive director

Kathy Murrie
E d m o n t o n  Jo u r n a l  S p e c i a l  P r o j e c t s  W r i t e r

E d m o n t o n

There’s a perception out there that service 
clubs — the Lions, Masons, Elks, Moose, 
Oddfellows of the world — are in decline, 
even maybe a dying breed of volunteer. 

A Calgary Herald story in January pointed 
out many groups are seeing their ranks thin-
ning along with the hair of their members. 
Fewer younger people are willing to make 
the long-term commitments that such clubs 
need.

The article noted that the Elks fraternal 
organization, which had 60,000 members 
nationally 15 years ago, has seen its num-
bers drop to 20,000 today, while the Alberta 
branch of the Independent Order of Oddfel-
lows membership has declined from 1,381 
in 1980 to 450 today.

“Most of us are retired,” says Red Deer 
Kiwanis Club president Don Rathgeber, 
who’s 63. He’s fairly optimistic about his 
57-member club though. It’s one of the 
largest in Western Canada. “We maintain 
a dedicated effort” to retain and add mem-
bers, he points out.

Two Hills Lions Club president Douglas 
Orlecki says his club is doing the same, and 
has a couple of 30 something prospective 
members in the wings.

If you don’t ask...
That’s exactly what Karen Lynch, executive 

director of Volunteer Alberta, and a longtime 
volunteer sector advocate, says volunteer 
groups of any kind must do. 

“The number one reason people volunteer 
is that someone asks them to, she said in a 
recent interview. “A lot of organizations say 
they are very open to newcomers, but say, 
‘they’re not coming to us.’ There’s no active 
engagement.

“Non-profit organizations have to under-
stand how to go out and find volunteers and 
how to be able to retain them. It’s exactly the 
same as if you were a retail outlet. You need 
to be able to go out and find customers and 
have them come back and back and back.

“Learning how to ask and learning to en-
gage that person so they will stay are often a 
chief challenge of non-profit organizations 
who are much more passive. Volunteers 

aren’t free anymore. You 
need to put in structures 
and processes and strate-
gies to be able to keep them, 
even though the volunteers 
themselves don’t get any 
money.”

Key Leaders Club
Rathgeber understands 

those concepts. He says 
some younger people might 
look at joining a service club 
as a way to network or make 
business contacts. 

“That’s more Rotary (In-
ternational) or the Cham-
ber (of Commerce), not Ki-
wanis. You join us because 
you want to do work in the 
community. And that may 
hurt us in getting younger, 
working members.”

Kiwanis has been encouraging a younger 
demographic, with its Key Leaders Clubs, 
geared to high school and college age peo-
ple. Rathgeber recognizes the generation 
gap that clubs like his face. 

“The interests of young people today are 
different. They don’t see us (service clubs 
in general) as their key social organization. 
We need a different approach and Kiwanis 
is wrestling with that nationally and inter-
nationally.”

However, Kiwanis is 
still very much alive in 
Red Deer, Rathgeber 
adds. 

Since its inception 46 
years ago, the annual 
Kiwanis music festival 
for the performing arts, 
which operates as a sep-
arate society, has been 
financially supported 
by Kiwanis, and most 
of its board members 
are from the club. 

Safety City
As in many cities, the 

Red Deer club built 
Safety City, a project 
where youngsters learn 
street smarts while 
navigating kid-sized 

streets, sidewalks, stores and vehicles. 
At least three Kiwanians are on that board, 

says Rathgeber, along with representatives 
of the public and Catholic school boards, 
RCMP and emergency response groups as 
well as rural and city public members.

But typical of many volunteer organiza-
tions, Rathgeber, who retired five years ago 
from Nova Chemicals as an operating plant 
manager, just happens to be the president 
of the Safety City board as well.

Up in Two Hills, a town of 1,200 people 

about an hour’s drive from Edmonton, 
Orlecki knows the ranks of the clubs have 
shrunk. 

“Dad was a Lion for 40 years, and I grew 
up with it. We used to have 23 to 30 guys 15 
years ago, and that’s dwindled to 10 or 12. 
It’s a good club and a good bunch of guys. 
The old guys are the hardest working, about 
six of them in their 70s. They sell the (raffle) 
tickets, work the bingos.” 

He recalls too, when there was an Elks club 
in the town. It’s gone.

 “We’re the only service club left,” and 
naturally is the target when any other group 
needs support. 

“We help the libraries, the schools, 4-H 
Club, the rodeo.”

A different definition of ‘kid’
Now the club hopes to grow, especially 

since it can see the end of a 15-year major 
project: the Two Hills Lions Club nine-hole 
golf course. The $800,000 debt will be fully 
paid off by October. 

“A lot of us wanted to see that paid and not 
leave a debt to the next generation,” so a lot 
of energy has gone to it, Orlecki says. “It’s 
looking good,” and now it’s time to recruit 
younger members. 

He laughs about his fellow Lions. “They 
call me kid. I’m 51.”

Rathgeber remains optimistic about the 
future, too. 

So far, at least in central Alberta, fundrais-
ing continues to be successful. 

“There’s been little impact of the economy. 
The biggest hit was the no-smoking policy 
at bingos. We’ve tried to pick that up on the 
casino side, which we do once every three 
years. 

“The biggest money is in the casinos, plus 
the golf tournament every September. That 
was very successful, but time will tell (this 
fall).”

The music festival had probably its most 
successful fundraiser this year, bringing in 
about $28,000, he adds, and it picked up a 
number of new donors. 

The festival also netted $5,000 in one of 
those newer Community Spirit Foundation 
grants from the province. 

And they still sell apples, too, Rathgeber 
says cheerfully. It doesn’t make much mon-
ey. “It’s mostly just to promote the club.”

Service clubs need to enlist younger members
Recruiting and retaining volunteers is the key to survival for service clubs across Alberta
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Without the aid of the Kiwanis clubs in Alberta, members of the Duggan school choir wouldn’t get 
a chance to perform in the Kiwanis Music Festival. 

WALTER TychNOWicz, EDMONTON JOURNAL

Jack Forestier, and his music teacher 
mum, Marie Forestier, get ready to 

perform at this year’s Kiwanis festival.
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As is the case at many a seniors’ residence, 
an army of volunteers help keep St. Michael’s 
care facilities busy. They range from elemen-
tary schoolchildren, who come in to read 
and socialize with the residents, to other 
seniors who work fundraising bingos or 
run crafts programs.

The St. Michael’s Health Care Services 
group operates four seniors residences, 
the 55-suite Vegreville Manor, the 71-unit 
Grove Manor in Spruce Grove, and the in-
dependent living style, 69-suite Millennium 
Pavilion and adjoining 153-bed long-term-
care facility in northeast Edmonton.

Once a month since January, one of the 
four facilities hosts anywhere from 12 to 30 
children from one of several participating 
schools, that include St. Matthews Ukrainian 
bilingual school in Edmonton. 

Children in the St. Michael’s Raise a Reader 
to be a Reader program read to seniors from 
books chosen by their teachers. Often the 
seniors will help the young readers with 
words, especially if they’re reading in Ukrai-
nian, says recreation co-ordinator Marina 
Ketavong. It’s an hour-long program: about 
45 minutes devoted to reading, the rest to a 
healthy snack and some socializing.

“All the kids come in very scared” the first 
time, “but they leave very confident,” says 
Ketavong. Many have never interacted with 
an older person or don’t know what to ex-
pect at a residence, some are just beginner 
readers or have developmental delays. 

“You see the kids just brighten up.”

Canwest grant covers costs 
Relationships build and vary from place 

to place. Ketavong says one school wants 
to continue the program next year based 
on the reading success, another finds the 
intergenerational socializing benefits the 
kids especially. 

A Canwest Foundation grant covers trans-
portation, T-shirts for the kids, notebooks 
and pens, the snacks and the books. 

“We hope to reach more low-income area 
schools next year, who can’t afford outings 
(for students),” says Ketavong.

Those children are just an example of the 
largely volunteer-driven programs at the 
centres. Some volunteers help residents go 
shopping, go visiting or just go outside. One 
group comes to do residents’ nails and “a 
little makeover,” explains Ketavong. Choirs 
regularly drop in, while volunteers from the 
staff at Atco Gas created a garden at the 
northeast Edmonton centre, with raised 
beds on wheels so they can be moved and 
so residents in wheelchairs can get close to 
work on them. 

Some people bring their dogs for vis-
its. One man has been running the entire 
woodworking program for years. He builds 
wooden trains from scraps and has residents 
sand and paint them. The trains are sold to 
help fund other programs and services. 

Staff-wise, says Ketavong, it’s her and four 
others to work with 143 residents. “We rely 
on volunteers. I really appreciate them. They 
make a difference in the residents’ lives.”

many agencies interact
St. Michael’s also works with a lot of social 

agencies, such as Goodwill Industries, which 
provides education, training and career ser-
vices for people with disabilities and barriers 
to employment, and Chrysalis, the society 
for persons with disabilities, says Christine 
Teterenko, director of fund development 
and communications. 

“For one fellow, it’s his life, he’s here eight 
hours a day,” she says. “It’s a two-way street. 
A lot develop skills and lose the need for 
their agency (support), they get on their 
own feet.” 

On a larger scale, the 85-member Friends 
of St. Michael Society of Edmonton raises 
funds through bingos, raffles and casinos to 
provide equipment and support for many 
programs. Many of those people are seniors 
themselves.

The major fundraiser is the $6-million 
capital campaign, begun a year ago to 
fund rebuilding the interior of the nearly 
30-year-old long-term-care facility. Now 
past the halfway point, the project hit a 
setback late last December when the facil-
ity was flooded, damaging the mechanical 
room and gutting some 40,000 square feet 
of the building’s downstairs, including the 
revenue-generating Heritage Hall banquet 
and catering service, and forcing the public 
health clinic out of the building. 

The $7-million in damages was only offset 
by $5.5-million in insurance. 

And don’t forget the perogies!
Of course, the profile of St. Michael’s 

wouldn’t be complete without its unique 
success story: homemade perogies and 
cabbage rolls. 

The original St. Michael’s Extended Care 
Centre Society was created in 1974 to of-
fer nursing care to seniors of Ukrainian and 
other Slavic backgrounds, so it isn’t surpris-
ing to know that by 1990, Millennium Pavil-
ion residents were creating foods that made 
them feel at home. 

They began selling the extras, and it grew, 
so that now, Baba’s Own is a food line pro-
duced on-site by staff, and has earned a Best 
Handmade Perogy vote by Reader’s Digest 
magazine last June. Bags of frozen perogies 
of all kinds, cabbage rolls and nalysnyky 
(cottage cheese-filled crepes) are available at 
St. Michael’s, many Sobeys stores and other 
retailers. The money generated also goes 
toward programs and services.

Visit the St. Michael’s website www.smhg.
ca for more on the facilities, programs, vol-
unteer opportunities and fundraising cam-
paigns.

Volunteers the life blood at St. michael’s 
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Nina Krawec has been a volunteer since 
she was learning how to walk. Now 11, the 
Grade 6 student in St. Matthews elemen-
tary school’s Ukrainian bilingual program, 
spends time with the seniors who live at St. 
Michael’s Health Group’s Millenium Pavilion 
seniors residence.

That’s where she started as a toddler, visit-
ing her great-grandmother and being sort 
of shared with other residents who didn’t 
have family nearby.

For the past two years, she has been help-
ing with the crafts program a couple of 
hours a week when she gets off school early. 
She chats with the residents, shares snacks 
and generally has fun. “It’s just natural, not 
forced, I just get into it,” she explains.

She shows off a couple of wooden cre-
ations, a small window made of wood with 
a flower box in front filled with colourful 
dried or artificial flowers. She might help 
a senior put the flowers on wires and tuck 
them into a bit of florist’s sponge in the win-
dow box. They may assemble the creations 
or paint them together, whatever is needed. 
“Stained glass, they love that,” she notes of 
the women residents. 

“The men like power tools,” she says, grin-
ning, and she’ll help them build things like 
birdhouses.

Some residents keep their stained-glass 
creations, hanging them in windows to 
brighten their rooms or they may put them 
up in the lodge’s annual crafts and plant 
sale. 

Nina’s also involved in the once-a-month 
Raise a Reader to Be a Reader program at 
the four facilities operated by St. Michael’s. 
It pairs groups of students from local schools 
with seniors for reading sessions. “I had fun 
with that,” she says.

She inspires her classmates, having spoken 

in a social studies class about contributing 
to the community. “Some find it fascinat-
ing.”

Besides visiting seniors, Nina is her team’s 
assistant captain in only her second year of 
playing hockey. While she admits she does 
well in school, especially liking math and sci-
ences, she says offhanded that she pitched 
in on her own to tutor a struggling fellow 
student during recess breaks.

She has volunteered in and out of school, 
even working on political campaigns, de-
livering flyers. 

A few years ago, when then-premier Ral 
Klein arranged for every Albertan to receive 
$400, Nina immediately decided to give all 
of it to Bridge of Hope, an organization that 
helps orphans in Ukraine. She explains sim-
ply that her grandmother used to send Nina’s 
outgrown clothes to the same group. “We 
always do shoeboxes.” she adds, referring 
to the group’s boxes filled with “ordinary 
things like notepads, pencils,” and maybe 
a small toy, that are shipped to needy kids 
in Ukraine just before Christmas. She heard 
back from one boy who wrote “he was so 
happy to receive it.”

Vera Krawec, Nina’s proud Mum calls her 
“a pretty cool kid,” adding her daughter will 
co-emcee her class’s farewell ceremony, de-
livering the Ukrainian part, while another 
boy will do the English side.

When the talk turns to Ukrainian Scouts, 
which operates in the language, both Mum 
and daughter show their passion. Vera 
says she met her American husband while 
in Ukrainian Scouts, which has branches 
worldwide. Now a Scout leader with a dif-
ferent group from Nina’s, Vera says “it’s 
really value-added, teaching citizenship, 
responsibility, life skills, roughing it.” 

Nina had a recent weekend outing with 
her group that meant tenting, rock and rope 
climbing. She loved it. Instead of collecting 
badges, she adds, they have Facebook sites, 
and connect with other members anywhere 
in the world. She and her Mum both look 
forward to August when the Canadian 
jamboree will be held in Jasper, and also to 
2012, when Ukraine hosts the international 
jamboree.

Asked if she’s a leader, Nina confidently 
says, “Yes. I’m not a follower.” In the fall, 
this poised young lady intends to go to the 
Jean Forest Leadership Academy, an all-girls 
junior and senior high school program.

And what does she want to do career-wise? 
“Be a CSI. I like forensics.” 

You can bet on that.

nina Krawec: volunteer extraordinaire
only 11, nina has been helping out since she was six

Ryan JacksOn, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL  

Nina Krawec, far right, sells plants to Effie Parrell, Rose Dashkewych and Olga Baron at St. Michael’s Health Group’s Millennium Pavilion. 

 It’s just natural, not forced, I 
just get into it. 

Nina Krawec

GReG sOuThaM, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL, fiLe

Zeke Thurston performs rope tricks for the residents of St. Michael’s.

BRuce edWaRds, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL, fiLe

Michelle Marusiak Klassen, a dental hygienist, goes to  
St. Michael’s two days a month to care for seniors’ teeth. 

Schoolchildren help, 
benefit from interacting 

with residents
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Anticipating the approach of middle age, 
Silvana Saccomani says, “You reach a cer-
tain age when you want to make a differ-
ence, day in and day out. Where do I leave 
my mark?”   

With careers as a TV producer at CBC fol-
lowed by a stint in public affairs at Mount 
Royal College, Saccomani was set to put her 
skills to work in challenging new ways.

Some months ago she signed on as associ-
ate director of communications, internal and 
external, for the YWCA of Calgary.   

“It’s about the bigger picture, making the 
community better, not about how I am ad-
vancing in wealth or title,” she says.   

Saccomani represents a demographic 
where community service is a given, it’s 
just a matter of where, when and to what 
degree. 

“As you grow older, there’s the whole no-
tion of ‘before I leave the face of the Earth I 
want to do something that’s meaningful’,” 
says Russ Dahms, executive director of the 
Edmonton Chamber of Voluntary Organi-
zations.

“It’s the older generation who’s looking for 

meaning who tend to 
move into a career in 
public benefit work or 
volunteer.”

There’s a real con-
cern in the voluntary 
sector, though, about 
how to bring the 18-
year-olds into the 
world of leadership 
and community. 

“We’re in a different 
era; neighbourhood 
means different things 
than it did in 1956,” he 
says. “Technology has 
changed the very nature of how kids grow 
up” because communication is often quick 
and impersonally delivered. 

The fear is the value of human interaction 
and helping will suffer as a result.

Enter the seven-year-old bachelor of ap-
plied non-profit studies program in the 
Bissett School for Business at Mount Royal 
College in Calgary.

It’s Canada’s only undergraduate program 
in non-profit studies, and until Arizona 
State University introduced a program last 
September, it was the only one in North 
America. 

About 35 students 
have been accepted 
each year since 2002.

Mount Royal’s In-
stitute of Non-profit 
Studies and the de-
gree program were 
kick-started in 2000 
with a donation of $1 
million from an anony-
mous donor. 

Keith Seel was hired 
as institute director to 
shape the degree pro-
gram and direct the 
research arm, which 

has become a national research hub. 
It focuses on and funds research in gover-

nance, policy and sustainability.    
Open to part-time as well as full-time stu-

dents, the four-year program accommodates 
people who already work in the non-profit 
sector as well as those who want to begin 
careers there or in the philanthropic divi-
sions of corporations.

Canada’s $112-billion non-profit sector 
encompasses social services (e.g., working 
with children, seniors, people with disabili-
ties), sport and recreation, arts and culture 
and faith-based organizations. It employs 

two million people. 
About half the sector works solely on the 

basis of volunteers. Some organizations are 
small, some are as large as the hundreds of 
people involved in community soccer in 
Edmonton or Calgary.

The half with employees runs from orga-
nizations with only one staff member plus 
volunteers to the huge operations of the Cal-
gary Stampede and Edmonton’s Northlands 
Group.

Seel’s research arm last year produced a 
booklet describing careers in the sector.

Possibilities included accountant, adminis-
trative assistant, communications manager, 
executive director, financial administrator, 
director of finance, fundraiser or director of 
development, marketing manager, program 
director or co-ordinator, systems adminis-
trator, regional manager and volunteer co-
ordinator or manager.  

Individuals surveyed for the booklet said 
they earned up to $135,000.

adding ‘meaning’ to lives important for all ages
Careers in non-profit sector enhanced by undergrad program at Mount royal College

Surfing for a  c areer
Careers in the Non-profit Sector is at 

http://www.mtroyal.ca/ProgramsCourses/
index.htm 

◗
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In many people’s minds, working for a 
non-profit organization means you get to 
work for a cause you care about, but the 
pay is lousy. 

In the boom years, it was tough for ma-
jor oil companies to find enough qualified 
workers. 

Without the ability to offer big benefits 
packages, it was twice as difficult for non-
profits to recruit and retain workers. 

Not to mention that after people gained 
experience and confidence, they couldn’t 
help but notice government jobs paying 30 
per cent or 40 per cent more. 

Times change, though, and with the recent 
dramatic economic contraction, the sectors 
are coming closer together. 

“There’s a greater pool of talent to draw 
from, retention rates are improving and 
recruitment is better,” says Mike Grogan, 
director of workforce development for the 
Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organiza-
tions. 

“But this may not last,” he warns, because 
although the voluntary sector learned some 
important lessons, it certainly did not come 
through the boom unscathed. 

Staff burnout and having managers backfill 
into front line positions meant management 
needs were not being met. 

“We have diminished capacity because 
we’ve been operating at such a high level,” 
Grogan says. 

“Experience and education levels of staff 
have declined and the ability to deliver ser-
vices has diminished. 

“This lull allows us to catch our breath, but 
demand has risen,” given that the recession 
has brought funding cuts while increasing 
the need for social services.  

“The sector in its broadest form is certainly 

a significant economic force and a signifi-
cant employer, and has a huge impact on the 
services and programs we enjoy and take for 
granted,” says Russ Dahms, executive direc-
tor of the Edmonton Chamber of Voluntary 
Organizations (ECVO).

“Here’s my fear — and this comes from 
kitchen table conversations I’ve had — this is 
all about Albertans who have chosen to give 
to their community. Their desire to make the 
world a better place is truly a priceless gift to 
the rest of the people in their community. 

“All they really need to continue is ac-
knowledgment — and that’s important — 
and some assurance and confidence that the 
funding that’s needed to provide the service 
is not hugely difficult to get. 

“When you spend all of your effort to raise 
money, at some point it’s just too hard. Peo-
ple get tired. My fear is when you begin to 
lose community leaders and people with 
passion, that human capital, once that’s 
gone you’ll never get it back.” 

The two chambers of voluntary organiza-
tions provide research and infrastructure 
resources to the non-profit sector akin to 
what a chamber of commerce provides to 
the business community. 

By co-ordinating the sharing of resources, 
ideas, best practices and services among 
non-profits, they reduce the workload, 
ease the stress and improve the quality of 
the workplace.  

The chambers recently collaborated to 
forge a workforce strategy for Alberta’s 
non-profit and voluntary sector, informed 
by almost 70 sector members, with the 
help of Volunteer Alberta and the federal 
government’s arm’s-length body, the Human 
Resources Council for the Voluntary/Non-
profit Sector. 

The heart of the strategy is developing a 
high-performance workforce through edu-
cation and training, on the one hand, and on 
the other, improving the work environment 

to sustain employee motivation.  
The strategy includes the following ac-

tions:
Educate the public about the importance 

of work in the sector;
Provide employers with good management 

practice tools;
Promote the sector as an employer of 

choice;
Develop strategies for sharing resources; 

and
Explore opportunities for career mobility 

across organizations within the sector.
“It’s often by choice that people get in-

volved with an organization, for example, 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving people who 
get involved have passion, commitment and 
drive,” Dahms says. 

“The whole non-profit notion is that chari-
table people do what they do because they 
think it’s important, and that it’s not neces-
sary to have a nice car, desk, allowance and 
they accept lower pay, but just over the last 
decade those notions have become ques-
tioned more and more.

“Across Canada in various networks 
among constituencies in the non-profit 
community, work is being done to enable 
more programs, more training and develop-
ment, shared services. You’re really running 

◗

◗

◗

◗

◗

a corporation, (the difference is just that) 
the proceeds go back into the corporation, 
not to shareholders.” 

The shift in thinking is about identifying 
priorities and the question of apportioning 
value in society. 

Does your coffee barista earn more than 
your day-care worker?  

“It’s really understanding and being aware 
of the significant difference these non-profit 
sector people make,” Dahms says. 

“It’s recognizing there is huge value, really 
understanding how precious that is, their 
time, passion and commitment, and nurtur-
ing that in Albertans. 

The voluntary sector is chock full of people 
who care about leaving the world a better 
place than they found it.”  

Hence the need to work toward making 
non-profit organizations good employers at 
both the board level and the management 
level. 

The Institute for Non-profit Studies at 
Mount Royal College has rich research re-
sources for board members seeking to learn 
the essential skills to be governors. 

Its educational arm offers a certificate 
in non-profit management and a roster of 
workshops and seminars.

Both the ECVO and the CCVO work with 
sector partners to equip people and staff to 
run non-profits well. 

Grant MacEwan offers an executive leader-
ship course, Executive Directions. 

Calgary has CentrePoint, the Calgary Cen-
tre for Non-profit Management, which has 
been providing management support and 
services for a decade.    

All can draw on resources at the HR Coun-
cil for the Voluntary/Non-profit Sector.

The federal government’s sector coun-
cils are national partnerships of business, 
labour and educational stakeholders who 
collaborate on human-resources issues in 
their field.

Volunteers need to know funds available
Sharing resources, ideas, and services help reduce workloads at non-profits

on the  web:
The Workforce Strategy for Alberta’s Non-

profit and Voluntary Sector is available for 
download at www.ecvo.ca/index.php/issues-
and-initiatives/84-provincial-issues-and-initia-
tives/204-non-profit-workforce-strategy 

The Calgary chamber is at ccvo.ca
The federal Human Resources Council for 

the Voluntary/Non-profit Sector is at www.
hrcouncil.ca

The Edmonton Chamber of Voluntary Orga-
nizations is at ecvo.ca

◗

◗
◗

◗

GAviN yOUNG, CALGARy HERALD

 Mike Grogan, workforce development director for Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations, teaches members from non-profit organizations how to work most effectively with volunteers.

 You reach 
a certain age 

when you 
want to make 
a difference, 

day in and day 
out. Where do I 
leave my mark?

Silvana Saccomani
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It sounds pretty cold and businesslike to 
say, “We help organizations create systems 
and processes to help them collect informa-
tion that tells them something about their 
effectiveness.” 

Very MBA, very TQM. 
But, in fact, the speaker is Casey Boodt, 

director of evaluation for the non-profit 
Canadian Outcomes Research Institute 
(CORI) and his approach to helping non-
profits evaluate their effectiveness is any-
thing but cold. 

“Evaluation is an exercise in reflection,” 
Boodt says. “Can we make it better? Is it 
good enough?” 

“We’re constantly evaluating — one type of 
cereal over another, one means of comfort-
ing a child over another.   

“Evaluating your program effectiveness is 
about things you know and things you do, 
so let’s try to measure that, even in a quali-
tative mode like case notes. We’re moving 
evaluation from academia down to earth” 
says Boodt. 

“Evaluation still suffers from the whole 
idea of objective analysis. You don’t need 
a comprehensive research study for you to 
reflect on what you’re doing. The front-line 
working person knows a particular perspec-
tive is either more or less useful.” 

Impact important
What Boodt and the 10-year-old CORI 

want to capture is the kind of introspective 
evaluation people do naturally when they’re 
writing case notes after a therapy session, or 
riding the C-Train home from work. 

“Every situation has its own uniqueness 
and nuance that needs to be respected so 
there’s ownership by those who are doing 
it,” he says. 

“It has to be anchored in the user, unlike 
research, which is straight methodology.”  

It’s not counting widgets to prove productiv-
ity. It’s teasing out what really makes an orga-
nization tick to enhance its effectiveness. 

Not, ‘How many people have gone through 
therapy programs at this agency?’ but, ‘What 
impact has your therapist had on clients?’ 

“It moves beyond satisfaction. It’s nice that 
clients are happy, but did they learn some-
thing? Did their skill sets improve?”   

The point is that sensitively gathered infor-
mation on the outcomes — the actual impact 
— of a non-profit’s services can inform its 
decision-making and help it improve itself 
and therefore improve society. Improvement 
strengthens the non-profit’s appeals to po-
tential funders. 

“Non-profits use that information to reflect 
on their service, improve on their service, 
and communicate to the boards and govern-
ment departments that fund them,” Boodt 
says.  

Software for non-profits
“Increasingly, funders are asking for ac-

countability, an understanding of what the 
outcomes are for the money they’ve given,” 
says Linda Thorstad, who stepped into the 
CEO position a few weeks ago. “CORI en-
ables that to happen.”

A tool to show it is effective puts a non-
profit into a more competitive position 
among the great number of organizations 
seeking funding.   

“CORI supports the not-for-profit sector 
through its proprietary software that helps 
with case management,” Thorstad says. 

“It helps not-for-profits understand the 
outcomes of their work, not just the dol-
lars and cents. 

“It helps with improving the organizations 
to look at a quality improvement cycle to 
better serve their clients and use their fund-
ing.” 

Thorstad has personal experience with the 
evolution of non-profits’ practices having 
sat on numerous boards, as well as having 
held senior management positions in the 
private sector.  

In the upfront design work, Boodt and the 
other evaluators spend a lot of time work-
ing with agencies to choose what to mea-
sure and what they need to demonstrate 
to funders. 

That takes careful listening to the front-
line workers and thoughtful methods of in-
terpreting gut-level feedback from clients 
served. 

An example of translating client percep-
tions into quantifiable data is a measurement 
device created by Scott Miller and Barry 
Duncan, authors of The Heroic Client.

Clients make progress when they feel 
heard, when the therapy is on task, when 
it has clearly defined goals, for instance.

To measure outcome, the client is given a 

list of questions with a 100-millimetre line 
linking two anchoring terms, “really on task” 
and “not so much on task.”  

“The client just puts a mark somewhere on 
the 100-millimetre line,” Boodt says. 

“There’s no numbers — that’s the inge-
nious part — there’s no value judgment 
being placed. The whole concept of values 
inherent in the use of numbers is taken 
away, so you get a more accurate piece of 
feedback.”

But because it’s 100 units long, the line 
readily yields quantifiable feedback. 

“If you do that with all your clients you can 
aggregate your information,” Boodt says. 

The design of the database is tailored to the 
client — what Boodt calls “getting into the 
context of the service delivery — “then we 
can get down to the nitty-gritty of measuring 
to yield some useful information,” he says.   

“The database is a data collection tool that 
allows you to gather information, hold onto 
it, aggregate it, compare it.” 

It’s a matter of using common sense to 
weave the information into a feedback 
loop that’s relevant to the organization and 
rooted in their practices.

System has to fit situation
It can’t be an analytical checklist imposed 

on an organization. No pigeonholes. No 
cookie cutters. 

“The reality is most non-profits do not 
have time in their day-to-day operations 
to be strategic and thoughtful and plan for 
what they do,” Boodt says. “Their focus is 
supplying services, not measuring. 

“An evaluation system has to fit into their 
current practice, not add on to it. Integrat-
ing it into practice when you deliver service 
leads to a focus on the usefulness, it informs 
your practice, it helps you do things bet-
ter.” 

Once they’re comfortable with the tool, 
people in the non-profit organization take 
over all the data collection and interpreta-
tion. 

A year’s collection will yield insights; two 
or three years is enough to guide decisions 
and establish a culture of evaluation. 

“Results for people producing a product 
are tangible,” Boodt muses. “In the human 
services world, the effect of your work, the 
product, is an improved life, a change in con-
dition. It’s not as tangible. But we’re both 
looking for improved productivity.”

Ted JacOb, caLgaRy HeRaLd

Linda Thorstad, CEO of Canadian Outcomes Research Institute, which has written software for non-profits helping them to improve their effectiveness. 
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For 21 years, Vitalize has been the annual 
can’t-miss event for Alberta’s volunteers, 
who gather to learn skills, work on personal 
or professional development, share prob-
lems and find solutions, and to have fun.

“This one-of-a-kind conference is by far 
the best voluntary sector training and de-
velopment opportunity in the country,” 
says Keltie MacPherson, Alberta Culture 
and Community Spirit communications 
representative. 

Conference sessions cover a variety of top-
ics such as volunteer management, fund-
raising, stress management, leadership, and 
board governance. “Vitalize is a wonderful 
opportunity for those working in the non-
profit and voluntary sector to rejuvenate, 
make connections and learn something 
new,” she adds. 

“We’re anticipating approximately 
1,000 delegates at Vitalize this year,” said 
MacPherson prior to the conference, held 
June 4-6 at the Telus convention centre in 
Calgary. Those people represent hundreds 
of organizations from across the province.

Variety of sessions offered
Opening-day sessions tackled issues in the 

volunteer sector, from Influencing Public 
Policy to Effective Delegation Skills. Satur-
day sessions added humour and health tips 
to sessions such as Live the Laughter and Get 
Your Passion Out of Your Profession. 

Practical topics included workshops on 
proposal writing, understanding financial 
statements, time management, improving 
computer skills in programs such as Word, 
Excel, PowerPoint and Office 2000, using 
statistics to support organizations in their 
pursuit of funds, attracting and keeping paid 
and unpaid workers, volunteer groups and 
the law, protecting personal information, 
and branding: how to get a group’s message 
and mission out.

Special sessions geared to younger volun-
teers (ages 14 to 21) added to the Vitalize 
line up with a number of Friday offerings. 
One was the novel approach of Social En-
trepenerds, that got young delegates think-
ing about creative ways to problem solve by 
forming groups to work together to invent a 
product to address a global issue and then 
creating their own sales pitch.

“To encourage more youth to become 
involved in volunteer activities in their 
communities, the government of Alberta, 
through the Youth Mentor Program, offers 
young people the opportunity to attend the 
conference, along with a mentor, free-of-
charge,” says MacPherson. 

“We typically see an average of around 
100 youth from all across the province at-
tending the conference. This year we have 
youth delegates from as far away as Pincher 
Creek and Grande Prairie, and everywhere 
in between.” 

Baby Boomers a hot topic
On the adult side of Vitalize, author and 

consultant Donna Lockhart acknowledged 
the impact each of five age groups is having 
on society — from housing to day care to 
consumer products — and why volunteer or-
ganizations must learn to capitalize on it. 

“For the most part,” she wrote in her pro-
gram introduction, “managers of volunteers 
have focused on traditional volunteer roles 
that attracted the veteran volunteer, those 
faithful, committed volunteers who helped 
out of a ‘sense of duty.’ Organizations strug-
gle to recruit and retain volunteers based 
on these traditional notions of volunteer 
roles.” 

That is changing substantially, and Lock-
hart gave a snapshot of what interests, 
motivates and drives five different demo-
graphic groups: today’s under-20s, Genera-
tions X and Y, Baby Boomers (born 1946 
to 1964) and the new “virtual volunteer” 
of any age.

In a separate session on Baby Boomers 
alone, she observed that while that group 
is the largest potential source of volunteers 
over the next 10 years, they typically begin 
to show a decrease in volunteerism after age 
55. She looked at what this group wants 
and needs and how groups can adapt their 
volunteer opportunities, recruitment and 
retention strategies to meet these.

Delegates also heard from two well-re-
garded volunteer heads, Volunteer Alberta’s 
Karen Lynch and Edmonton Chamber of Vol-
untary Organizations’ Russ Dahms. They 
discussed some of the new mechanisms and 
processes being used to address issues and 
engage both government and the volunteer 
sector in dialogue.

Board members of small and rural charities 
were treated to a special session of their own, 
about the systems and practices they need to 
follow to ensure their organization meets its 
obligations as a registered charity.

Another session dealt with taking known 
strategies and applying them to Internet phi-
lanthropy, or fundraising online, with the 
help of canadahelps.org, a public charitable 
foundation and web portal linking all of the 
country’s 80,000 charities large and small. 
The site is designed to simplify information 
sharing and the donating process, even of-
fering potential donors easy-to-use searches 
by just typing in a favourite kind of charity, 
such as children or animals, or typing in a 
name, such as Humane Society or Cancer 
Board and finding a nearby one.
To  l e a r n  m o r e ,  g o  t o  w w w. v i t a l i z e c o n f e r e n c e .
c a  o r  u n d e r  h t t p : / / c u l t u r e . a l b e r t a . c a / v o l u n -

t a r y s e c t o r / v i t a l i z e .

Vitalize 
conference 

key for 
volunteers

CorI fills an information void
Evaluating a program’s effectiveness is essential to progress, success

understanding  
non-profit  speak

“When I first got into the non-profit 
game, it was like entering an alternative 
universe,” one non-profit wag says, off 
the record. 

It’s the jargon that trips off experts’ 
tongues that sends newcomers into 
orbit. 

BEST PRACTICES are methods agreed 
upon as the most effective way of doing 
something after analyzing the practices 
of a number of organizations.

CAPACITY is the knowledge, expertise 
and skills an organization can bring to 
bear on a problem. 

CAPACITY-BUILDING is activities that 
aim to increase the knowledge, exper-
tise and skills of voluntary and commu-
nity organizations. It can include train-
ing, advice and specialized expertise. 

COMMUNITY, like a herd of antelope, 
a cry of hounds or a murder of crows, 

community is a collective noun that 
pulls together an undefined number of 
people with shared characteristics.  

EMPOWERMENT is the process of en-
abling people to take responsibility for 
themselves and helping them to make 
decisions about their lives. 

GOVERNANCE is the systems and 
processes that guide how an organiza-
tion is run, including how it conducts its 
business.  

INFRASTRUCTURE is the physical 
facilities, structures, systems, relation-
ships, people, knowledge and skills that 
support, develop, co-ordinate, represent 
and promote front-line organizations to 
enable them to deliver their missions 
more effectively.  

NFP or NPO is non-profit organiza-
tion. All efforts are “driven to service,” 
put toward “executing a mission,” i.e., 
they’re plowed back into the organiza-
tion rather than being distributed to 
shareholders. 

NGO is non-governmental organiza-
tion.

PARTNER, as a verb, is to work to-
gether, to collaborate.

PUBLIC POLICY is things that govern-
ments do and sometimes things that 
they consciously don’t do. It affects 
everyone in ways they’re aware of and 
also in ways they’re not aware of. 

RESOURCES is shorthand for time, 
people, money, premises, equipment 
and the like.

STAKEHOLDER is a person or group 
that has a vested interest in, and is 
potentially able to influence, the work 
of an organization or the delivery of a 
service. 

VOLUNTARY ORGANIZATIONS exist for 
their self-defined purpose and are not 
set up by law. They are independent and 
range from large service providers and 
registered charities to small groups and 
clubs. They may or may not use volun-
teers.
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If you ask any volunteer why they do what 
they do, they’ll likely say something like ‘it’s 
to make their community a better place’. Ask 
them what they like least, it’s probably at-
tending meetings or taking care of paper-
work.

It’s pretty much the same even for execu-
tives of the largest community organiza-
tions. 

About a decade ago, they began to realize 
they needed something to handle the bigger 
issues a) such as changes in legislation that 
affect how they do business, and b) that kept 
pulling them away from work with their own 
organizations.

One of the results of this was the estab-
lishment of the Edmonton and the Calgary 
Chambers of Voluntary Organizations. The 
Edmonton chamber, explains executive direc-
tor Russ Dahms, was launched in late 2003, 
with its real work beginning early the next 
year, after several years of discussions. 

It is one of many such organizations that 
came about in the past few years as a result 
of what Dahms calls “a bit-by-bit recogni-
tion by government and community of 
the growing importance of sustaining the 
‘people infrastructure.’ ”   

more than just resources
The Edmonton chamber is a resource cen-

tre for volunteer organizations: for the vol-
unteers, the boards and the staff. It provides 
comprehensive information for all types of 
volunteers, such as its treasurer training, 
says Dahms. “There’s help even if you don’t 
know much (about accounting or bookkeep-
ing, for example), with tools, templates and 
online help. Say you have a meeting on Mon-
day and need help Sunday night. You can’t 
read (the textbook) Accounting 101.”

If the treasurer component works well and 
receives good feedback, Dahms says they’ll 
likely add specific resources for presidents 
next.

The chamber hosts a variety of workshops 
to help volunteers and others, such as an 
annual one-day session in March on board 
leadership and brings its expertise to such 
events as the annual provincewide Vitalize 
volunteer conference in June.

More than just resources, “we try to work 
with sector organizations on thinking dif-
ferently. Some (groups) are accidents of 
history, they formed an organization and 
developed a following,” he says, but then 
situations like the current economic squeeze 
come along and they need help to adapt, “to 
get successful outcomes.”

Be ready for change
An example he offers is soccer, where all 

the volunteers are involved in running the 
programs, “but now they need to be able 
to look at what’s missing, is their program 
developing in the best way, do they need to 
develop elite athletes, is inclusion an issue? 
We encourage those conversations, pay at-
tention to issues arising and changes going 
on around them.

“We encourage readiness (for change). 
When people are involved in running a non-
profit organization, it’s like running a busi-
ness, you need to look at human resources, 
planning, services. 

“But in business, if you’re not making mon-
ey, you’ll likely close the business. With a 
non-profit, you need to look at what else you 

can do to sustain that needed service.”
Dahms adds, the biggest asset in the non-

profit sector is “passion and commitment 
(of volunteers). It’s priceless.”  

The Edmonton chamber has minimal staff, 
consisting of Dahms and associate director 
Shawna Gnutel for now, but with funding 
from Alberta Employment and Immigration, 
a third halftime person, Mandy Abrams, is 
joining them, to focus on workforce issues 
in the sector. 

“There are many issues there,” says Dahms, 
adding a provincewide council of non-profit 
sector leaders is being launched in June, as 
well as a national human resources coun-
cil.

While his Calgary counterparts have eight 
staff and have done a lot of valuable research 
in the past five years, Dahms says his office 
concentrates on core services to the city and 
northern Alberta.

A February survey by the Edmonton 
chamber revealed a high degree of uncer-
tainty among non-profit groups about the 
economy, with most adopting a wait-and-
see attitude. But Dahms adds, the survey 
revealed that only 15 to 20 per cent of or-
ganizations had any contingency plans to 
ride out the storm.

That’s where the chamber’s work in net-
working, collaboration and possible sharing 

of resources may be helpful. 
Dahms says that with most organizations, 

2008 fundraising was to run 2009 programs 
and projects, and “we hope that innovation, 
creativity and resolve” will prevail for them. 

He adds, that at a forum in Red Deer in 
February, composed of large corporate 
funders and groups such as the United Way, 
it was revealed that many 2008 fundraising 
campaigns achieved their goals, but foun-
dations with endowments took major hits. 
And “corporate people said they were con-
sidering change, evaluating their interests. A 
squeeze is going on,” he acknowledges.     

Perception versus reality
But Alberta is in a different position from 

much of the rest of the country, and as 
Dahms points out, Edmonton is a govern-
ment town, unlike single-industry centres 
facing layoffs. The recession isn’t having that 
much impact here. 

“The real estate people say (the recession) 
is old news now, and question how much of 
it is a ‘media creation,’ ” in other words real 
versus perceived.

For the Edmonton Chamber of Voluntary 
Organizations and its members, the recent 
dissolution of the Wild Rose Foundation was 
a bit of a shakeup. The government has as-
sured the chamber its funding agreement 

— partly backed by that foundation — will be 
honoured, says Dahms. And while the prov-
ince has suggested groups apply to the new 
Community Initiative Program for replace-
ment funding, Dahms says he also expects 
some new announcements within weeks.

Essential to sustain ‘people infrastructure’
Edmonton Chamber of Volunteer organizations hosts a variety of workshops

Chamber details
The chamber can be contacted by phone 

at 780-428-5487. Among its services are 
online and e-mail bulletins and publications 
on current events and government policy as 
they may impact non-profits. It also main-
tains a vast database of resource material 
that is accessible online (www.ecvo.ca).

As its website says, the chamber acts as a 
collective voice for charities and non-profits, 
networking and building relationships with 
key members of government, business and 
non-profits.

 The Edmonton chamber is a member of 
the Canadian Federation of Voluntary Sector 
Networks and Imagine Canada, the national 
program promoting public and corporate 
giving and volunteering. It is involved with 
the Alberta Non-profit/Voluntary Sector 
Initiative, the University of Alberta Com-
munity Service-Learning program and the 
Workforce Strategy for Alberta’s Non-profit 
and Voluntary Sector.

◗

◗

◗
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Russ Dahms, executive director of the Edmonton Chamber of Voluntary Organizations, in his office in Edmonton
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When the cost to government of servicing 
its debt outstripped its spending on cultural 
and social services, the cutbacks that sent 
shock waves through Alberta began. 

In the 15 years or so since, the non-profit 
sector has bulked up considerably to take 
advantage of the myriad opportunities cre-
ated by outsourcing functions and services 
that had been provided by government. 

Now the need is to develop the sinewy 
stamina that will see the sector become 
sustainable for the long run.  

Alberta alone has more than more than 
19,000 charities and non-profit organiza-
tions serving public needs in the cultural, 
sports, social services and faith arenas. 

According to the provincial government, 
more than 160,000 Albertans serve on 
boards of directors of organizations rang-
ing from community associations and recre-
ational sports groups to health regions and 
major cultural and social service organiza-
tions. 

Because these organizations collectively 
manage more than $10 billion in annual 
revenues, infrastructure is growing up to 
ensure they’re not only serving a genuine 
purpose, they’re doing it efficiently and ef-
fectively.

Like its Edmonton counterpart, the five-
year-old Calgary Chamber of Voluntary 
Organizations (CCVO) is building support 
for the sector through human-resources 
training and research. 

The CCVO functions like the business 
world’s chamber of commerce, it says, by 
providing research, education and a vehicle 
for consultation and public policy develop-
ment on issues of most concern to the vol-
untary sector. 

Areas of focus include questions of funding 

and legislation, and the all-important work-
force concerns, according to Mike Grogan, 
director of workforce development for the 
CCVO.

“To build up the social service workforce, 
the CCVO has set up a unit called the Calgary 
HR Initiative in collaboration with the United 
Way of Calgary and Area,” Grogan says.  

“Frontline organizations are focused on 
delivering services, so we look at how we 
can work with government (which regulates 
us) and our funding organizations (federal, 
provincial, municipal, private and public 
foundations, the corporate sector) or busi-
nesses.” 

The chamber works on streamlining re-
porting and application procedures, for ex-
ample, to help members collaborate better 
and make sure they’re achieving the greatest 
impact. 

Both in the frenetic phase and in the ebb, 
people on the front lines of service delivery 
may be hard pressed to step back and gain 
perspective. 

“There needed to be an organization that 
was freed up from service delivery, that was 
able to look from a systemic longer-term per-
spective,” Grogan says. 

“We bring tools and resources to organiza-
tions. We design ways for people to share 
information from organizations that have 
done great work, and facilitate the exchange 
of knowledge between organizations.

“One of the things that differentiates (the 
philanthropic and voluntary sector) from 
other parts of the economy is there’s not 
that sense of (protecting) competitive ad-
vantage.”  

Workforce issues stand out as a substan-
tial area of need because social services 
non-profits overlap with some continuing 
government services, but can’t pay the 
same salaries or provide generous benefits 
packages. 

Although the available talent pool is larger 

now than it was during the boom years, eco-
nomic recession brings its own problems 
with burnout in the face of growing demand 
for services while contributions fall. 

Of urgent concern right now is the number 
of Calgary’s non-profits and charities report-
ing a drop in cash donations. According to 
CCVO research, 34 per cent say their dona-
tions are down, compared to 23 per cent to 
29 per cent of non-profits reporting a drop 
in donations in other regions. 

Corporate donation dollars are down 31 
per cent in Calgary.

The strain can only make chamber services 
more valuable as voluntary organizations 
seek further efficiencies.  

CCVO membership is open to charities, 
non-profit and community-based organiza-
tions, government, businesses and individu-
als that share a commitment to strengthen-
ing the voluntary sector in Calgary. 

Fees start at $50 for organizations with 
an operating budget of less than $500,000 
and go up to $500 if the operating budget is 
more than $1.5 million, although discounts 
are available to new members. 

Businesses, government and individual as-
sociate members pay $100, and sustaining 

supporters with deep pockets are recognized 
for committing up to $5,000 annually. 

Besides the research into all manner of 
topics affecting the sector, members ben-
efit from networking and educational op-
portunities. 

The CCVO also brings in research and ideas 
from similar organizations in Alberta and 
across Canada, including the Federation of 
Voluntary Sector Networks and the Volun-
tary Sector Forum. 

non-profit sector 
continues to evolve

GAviN yOUNG, cALGARy hERALD

Mike Grogan, director of workforce development for Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations

On the  web
Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organiza-

tions information on the most significant 
broad policy issues — funding, human, re-
sources, insurance and government budgets 
— is available at www.calgarycvo.org/poli-
cyissues_.html along with links to specific 
pieces of legislation that are currently or 
soon to be under review, or are otherwise of 
concern.

Current information about CCVO’s policy 
work, including research, government rela-
tions, policy caucuses, collaboration with 
other organizations and more is at www.
calgarycvo.org/policywork.html.  

◗

◗
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Even if mankind is their main business, 
some non-profit organizations have found 
retailing to be a useful sideline.

There are the ubiquitous thrift stores that 
dot many a city and small town, generating 
revenue for community projects and pro-
grams. There are what used to be called 
“sheltered workshops,” where people with 
mental or physical disabilities find work and 
add focus to their lives. 

And there are unique undertakings, such 
as Baba’s Own, a line of Ukrainian foods 
offered in Edmonton-area stores. It began 
life as homemade comfort foods prepared 
by residents of a seniors lodge and now is 
commercially made on-site, generating 
funds for programs in St. Michael’s Health 
Group’s several facilities.    

Two fundraising businesses go deep in the 
past of their respective cities. 

In Edmonton, the Bissell Centre Thrift 
Shoppe first opened in 1959, while in Le-
thbridge, the Salvation Army Thrift Store 
has been a community stalwart for more 
than 50 years.

Both got started as church-run endea-
vours. The Bissell Centre traces its past 
back to 1910, when a Methodist mission 
opened in the capital city, offering Sunday 
school, social groups and a Sunday service 
in Ukrainian as well as a Ukrainian news-
paper and English language classes to help 
immigrants settle in. The programs evolved 
and grew over the years as the community’s 
needs changed.

Now the former Bissell Economy Store is a 
seven-day-a-week operation at 8818 118th 
Ave., north of downtown Edmonton. 

Supervisor Don Corness says the shop has 
two main functions: generating funds and 
providing for those in need. 

The shop helps support programs run at 
the inner-city Bissell Centre, including its 
drop-in centre, family services, child care, 
employment services and summer camps at 
Moonlight Bay on Wabamun Lake. 

People who use those services vary from 
new arrivals in the city needing a helping 
hand to get started to those with mental 
health problems needing some support 
to stay independent to homeless people 
needing a place to sleep, get a meal and 
socialize.

The agency’s Community Closet is the 
other side of the thrift store. Corness says 
the program provides clothing, housewares, 
footwear and bedding to needy individuals 
and families. 

“This program alone assisted over 11,000 
people with these basic essentials in 2008,” 
he said. The program also assists more than 
20 other inner-city non-profit agencies on 
a client-referral basis.

All products at the store arrive as do-
nations, and almost every day, Corness 
adds, some 60 donations are made to the 
thrift shop by the people of Edmonton and 
area.

The store also houses the sorting centre, 
where four full-time staff are kept busy di-
recting donations either to the store racks 
and shelves, or for use in other Bissell Centre 

programs. Seven other full-timers work at 
the store along with a trio of office staff. 

 The story of the Salvation Army’s Leth-
bridge store is similar. 

“We provide affordable clothing, selling 
things cheap, but if people have no means 
to pay, we give them things,” explains Maj. 
Brian Beveridge. The army has been a pres-
ence in the southern Alberta city for 111 
years. 

Beveridge has been in charge of operations 
there, along with his wife and partner of 
32 years, Maj. Edith Beveridge, for the past 
three years.

They run the church and the revenue-gen-
erating thrift store as well as heading up the 

church’s community and family services and 
emergency disaster services. 

The 12,500-sq.-ft. store at 1249 3rd Ave. 
South, is about two-thirds showroom for 
clothing and furniture and one-third dona-
tions sorting area, and provides some 32 
full- and part-time jobs.

The store’s main function, as it is in most 
communities, is to provide low-cost or free 
clothing and other essentials to those in 
need, explains Beveridge. He admits that 
“things are tightening up a bit” due to the 
recession, but “we’re not all alone.” 

Revenue from the store funds the Salva-
tion Army’s local family services programs, 
as well as helping its many other offerings in 

the region, from children’s camps to adult 
rehabilitation. 

“It’s a big support to what we do in the 
community, it keeps programs happen-
ing.” Those programs help anyone in need, 
whether experiencing a crisis or disaster, 
personal tragedy or poverty, by providing 
counselling, job-seeking help, emergency 
shelter or food and more. As Beveridge says 
of hungry people, it’s a lot easier to help a 
person to listen when he’s been fed first.

Projects help people, and help pay the bills 
Agencies such as Salvation Army and Bissell long-standing and valuable community members

Melanie Collison
E d m o n t o n  Jo u r n a l  S p e c i a l  P r o j e c t s  W r i t e r

C A l g A r y

Sitting at a board of governors meeting 
doesn’t have to be agonizingly boring. Who 
knew?

It doesn’t have to be a tedious three hours 
of committee reports made worse by a baf-
fling struggle with financial printouts. 

No need even to endure competitive blovi-
ating as self-important people impose their 
opinions on the rest of the governors. 

While it’s true that governors’ fiduciary 
responsibilities are increasing — they’re be-
ing held to a higher standard of legal and 
financial accountability — that’s only one 
of three essential modes of governing. 

The second is strategic thinking — envi-
sioning where the organization needs to 
go.   

The third is generative governing — the 
board looks at organizational questions, 
thinks deeply, engages in reflective discus-
sion, and reignites the fires that got them 
involved in the first place. 

“Governance can and should be more 
than an exercise in accountability and 
transparency,” says Keith Seel, director of 
the Institute for Non-profit Studies in the 
Bissett School of Business at Mount Royal 
College in Calgary.  

“Governors are much more effective in 
the job when they engage in reflection and 
really work with each other to figure out 
the work of the organization and how it is 
meaningful.”

Focus on obligation
Generative governing, only recently articu-

lated, focuses on the aspect of obligation, 
Seel says.

“Its roots mean to bind or tie forward. 
What are our obligations for those yet to 
come? To be meaningful, relevant to the 
people in this community many years from 
now, not just today. The board undertakes 
these questions by encouraging open con-
versation by all its directors. 

“Every director has two legs, organization-
al and community. Most only jump around 
on one foot, thinking inside this organiza-
tion, and they put all the stuff they know 
about the rest of the world to the side. 

“In generative thinking, they bring their 

community alive. You know what’s going 
on, on your street; how does it bear on the 
work of your organization?”  

Unfortunately, he says, most boards are 
not set up that way. Too often people are 
given only a cursory orientation to the work 
of the organization and none on being a 
governor. 

They start out being quiet, listening, go-
ing through the agenda, looking through 
financial statements, and the pattern set 
by that lack of active involvement does not 
produce what governors are supposed to 
produce even as it saps their energy. 

“Conventional ways of getting things done 

erode their enthusiasm,” Seel says. 
Instead, board members should be freely 

discussing a big question at every meet-
ing.

They should be spending as much time 
challenging conventional ideas and creating 
conditions for change as they do on fidu-
ciary matters and strategic planning.

“When governors see they can start to 
solve the problems they originally wanted 
to solve, that gets their juices going.”

More than just making sure the organi-
zation’s resources are in fact going to its 

mission, Seel says, “The really big ques-
tion is, ‘Are the resources being given to 
the non-profit actually doing good work in 
the community?’

“The board has to go out and talk to peo-
ple. Is it useful? Has the community changed 
and we haven’t noticed? Where do we want 
to be in 25 years and how does it contribute 
to Calgary in the long term?

long-term planning
The usual planning framework, three to 

five years, “won’t solve social issues — pov-
erty, housing — so boards have a respon-
sibility to look 25 years ahead at the least. 
Think where you want to go, don’t wander 
around lost and be surprised you haven’t 
gone anywhere.” 

The big questions and long-term perspec-
tive enable governors to keep the organi-
zation relevant to the people it’s meant to 
serve. 

Making that difference — the universal 
motivation that gets people involved — 
feeds the passion that brought the members 
onto the board in the first place. 

“When they understand the full spectrum 
and how it’s important to being a governor, 
they come together and it’s incredible.”  

The extra effort takes time and energy, but, 
“I’d rather spend five hours being engaged 
than three bored to tears,” says Seel, veteran 
of many a board. “I want to be engaged in 
something, feel my time is well-used, there’s 
some purpose to what I’m doing. Every per-
son who volunteers wants to feel the same 
way. 

This evolution towards generative think-
ing is about solving problems, not further 
entrenching them. 

“Generative thinking says, ‘How can we 
get rid of the problem?’ Whether it’s educa-
tion, seniors’ housing, homelessness, the 
challenge is to look for the solution instead 
of building an industry around the problem 
itself. 

“Transformational change in the non-
profit sector is where all our research is 
pointing. If we invest in doing things the 
same way, we’ll have problems staying and 
getting worse over time. 

“There could be no more important change 
initiative around. It’s a tool for society. Then 
we’ll start to see the sector start to address 
solutions.” 

It’s time to change board members thinking
making a difference is the universal motivator

Where to  donate 
clothes, household 

goods
To learn more about the Salvation Army’s 

Thrift Stores or to find one near you, go to 
http:/thriftstore.ca

 Goodwill Industries operates thrift stores 
and also offers job training, placement and 
more. “A hand up, not a hand out.” Go to 
www.goodwill.org to learn more, and use the 
Find a Goodwill button link to locate stores 

The Mennonite Central Committee oper-
ates thrift shops around the world, includ-
ing Edmonton and Calgary. “Where every 
purchase is a gift to the world.” Go to their 
website at http:/mcc.org/thrift/ 

Value Village is another international non-
profit organization operating thrift stores. To 
learn more, go to www.valuevillage.com 

 To find other similar stores (thrift stores, 
second-hand, consignment): Google ‘thrift 
store’, and Alberta, to find listings from the 
Beaverlodge Hospital Auxiliary’s thrift shop 
to the Victory Thrift Store in Canmore.

Making the  best 
use  of  t iMe

Keith Seel offers practical pointers for 
using board of governors’ meeting time 
judiciously, engaging all the members 
and allowing the organization to have the 
impact it wants.

Split time evenly among three modes of 
governing, fiduciary, strategic and genera-
tive. 

Bring a big question to the table every 
meeting and allow everybody to give their 
perspective. Use the pool of talent around 
the table productively rather than letting 
them sit passive and unengaged.

Instead of wasting an hour and a half 
listening to reports, establish a consent 
agenda. Distribute committee reports ahead 
of time along with the agenda. Everyone 
comes prepared, having read the reports, 
so unless there are questions and an item 
pulled out for discussion, you can pass the 
agenda in one go. 

Don’t bury the point of a report in 10 
pages of text; rewrite it so the point is at the 
top. 

Summarize high-level financial informa-
tion so people can understand it. The detail 
is dealt with by the controller and treasurer. 
A board is supposed to be thinking at the 
highest level. 

Focus on the solution. People will see their 
investment of time is better used.

Establish a culture at the board table 
that is pretty frank. Don’t allow personal 
attacks, but enable board members to say, 
“I fundamentally disagree.” The job is to find 
common ground, which takes skill, patience, 
maturity, and setting ego aside in favour of 
furthering the mission.  

◗

◗

◗

◗

◗

◗

◗
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Bissell Centre communications officer Jessica Smith-Perry shows off the Community Closet in the recently renovated centre. 
The Closet provides free clothing to low-income families. 

suppLied: Mike RideWOOd 

Keith Seel, director of the Institute for  
Non-Profit Studies at Mount Royal College 

ChRis sChWaRz, edMOnTOn JOuRnaL

Bissell Centre Thrift Shoppe manager Don Corness, centre, with some of the front-shop staff.  
Through its many services, the centre helps more than 800 people every day.
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What do a man and woman, a collie and 
calico cat, a right-winger and bleeding heart 
liberal have in common?

Cultural differences and miscommunica-
tion, to be sure, but also shared fundamental 
characteristics. 

So it is in multiculti Canada. 
Canadians have more opportunities than 

most for misunderstandings because we 
don’t require immigrants to leave their 
cultural identity at the port of entry. 

We also have a wealth of experience in 
bridging differences in day-to-day encoun-
ters, and we have unrecognized skills that 
are relevant to intercultural relations. 

As more of Canada’s 250,000 immigrants 
each year move into rural Alberta, the pro-
vincial government is looking to increase 
community stability by easing their integra-
tion into the mainstream. 

It’s using its Human Rights, Citizenship and 
Multiculturalism Education Fund, which 
is managed by Alberta’s Culture and Com-
munity Spirit department, to back a proj-
ect called Intersections: Supporting Rural 
Organizations to Better Engage Immigrant 
Volunteerism.

Eight towns targeted
Volunteer Alberta and the Centre for 

Excellence in Intercultural Education at 
Edmonton’s NorQuest College are partner-
ing to help non-profits in eight towns learn 
how to attract and engage immigrant vol-
unteers.  

Anyone who travels expects to adapt to 
different customs. What’s different here is 
that the dominant culture has to learn to 
adapt. 

“When you belong to the mainstream and 
are part of the dominant culture, you have 
the privilege of not having to think about 
things because your way is the normal way,” 
says Sarah Apedaile.

Apedaile is an intercultural connoisseur at 
NorQuest. She creates educational resources 
and leads training sessions that help people 
become aware of how they interpret behav-
iours rooted in different cultures. 

Once they’re aware, they can see a multi-
tude of explanations for behaviour and learn 
how to make allowances.

In an intercultural exchange, “we might 
think we’re talking about the same thing 
and we’re not,” Apedaile says. 

“We cannot predict the situation and know 
the norms for every culture, but we can have 
some tools that allow us not to get stuck in 
the freezing of engagement that comes with 
the fear of offending people.” 

NorQuest College has a striking age and 
ethnic diversity. The average age is 26; 60 
per cent were born outside Canada; 15 per 
cent are aboriginal; 25 per cent are “near-
mainstream,” predominantly women, many 
with dependents. 

Its intercultural education centre coaches 
the college’s students, faculty and staff; 
works with the private sector to ease for-
eign-trained professionals or trades people 
into their work places; and, its English as a 
second language programming has a broad 
reach.  

Its research-based expertise made the 
centre an obvious fit when Volunteer Al-
berta was looking last year for help to get 
immigrants more satisfactorily involved in 
rural life.  

Once the early settlement years are behind 
them, immigrants volunteer at about the 
same rate as people born in Canada, but they 
tend to gravitate to the immigrant-serving 
organizations that helped them adjust. 

To integrate fully, though, they need to 
move into the mainstream, and the main-
stream needs them. 

“In volunteer management, when you 
interview a new volunteer, how do you be 
sensitive to their perspective and barriers?” 
asks Rosanne Tollenaar, program manager 
at Volunteer Alberta, which provides re-
sources to non-profits.

“How do we support non-profit organi-
zations to be more open and inclusive and 
start actively engaging immigrants? Orga-
nizations say they’re very open, but noone’s 
coming to their door. Another way to look at 
that is, How do we reach out, actively trying 
to engage them?” 

It never hurts to practise
After leading separate focus groups last 

year for immigrants and non-profits in eight 
pilot towns, Tollenaar has been working 
with Apedaile to interpret the data and de-
sign strategies and training for rural non-
profits. 

Volunteering in a mainstream organi-
zation is a way for immigrants to meet 
people, practise their English, learn skills 
and — perhaps most importantly for both 
the non-profit and the immigrant — apply 
advanced skills they’re not using in their 
entry-level employment. 

A finishing carpenter working in a meat-
packing plant may be able to find an opening 
in the skilled workforce through volunteer-
ing for, say, a Lions Club project building 
campground facilities. 

“There’s this huge resource of people com-
ing in with skills and talents that would be 
incredible assets to non-profit organizations 
in the community, a pool of talent and re-
sources they can pull on,” says Tollenaar.  

Canada’s quarter-million immigrants a 
year “are coming from increasingly cultur-
ally distant countries, not like the white 
northern Europeans that traditionally set-
tled this country, so there is a challenge for 
integrating,” says Todd Odgers, associate 
director of the NorQuest centre.  

“When people don’t meet our expectations 
for behaviour, for example, not providing 
the eye contact you associate with someone 
who is trustworthy or has confidence, you 
wouldn’t hire them if you don’t know you 
can trust them,” Apedaile says. 

“You may not be aware of why not,” Odg-
ers adds. “The exchange gets hijacked. The 
person feels dissonance, knows something’s 
not right. 

“Sometimes it’s personality and sometimes 
it’s cultural. The more frameworks we have 
for understanding and bridging differences, 
the better we are at adapting.” 

The seminars Apedaile is designing with 
Volunteer Alberta pin down those moments 
of dissonance for people. 

In making participants aware of their own 
world view and aware that other people’s 

cultural expectations or styles are different 
from theirs, they open the door to learning 
to bridge the differences.  

In the focus groups, rural immigrants said 
they’re more ready to connect to the com-
munity because they don’t have a cultural 
group to stay separate in.

“We have put together a series of learn-
ing modules for rural non-profits to work 
through independently or in a small group 
[through the summer],” Tollenaar says. 

“They speak about language, change and 
transition and building cultural knowledge, 
and work it into volunteer management 
practice.”

Fall training planned
They’ll come together in the fall for group 

training, then work on revamping their ap-
plication forms, websites and recruitment 
messages to be more inclusive.  

“Anyone from a non-profit in that commu-
nity or surrounding area can be involved,” 
Tollenaar says. 

The focus groups were held in eight geo-
graphically representative centres. The 
smallest was Vegreville, east of Edmonton, 
with a population 5,300; the largest was 
83,000-resident Red Deer. 

All have notable immigration rates, led 
by the southeast town of Brooks, where 
meat-packing plants service Feedlot Alley, 
and Fort McMurray in the northeast oilsands 
region.   

The other pilot towns are Grande Prairie, 
Lethbridge, Okotoks and Medicine Hat. 

Plans afoot to attract immigrant volunteers  
overcoming cultural differences essential in making groups comfortable with one another

Melanie Collison
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Attracting aboriginal people to volunteer 
in mainstream non-profit organizations is 
touted as yielding many benefits for the 
volunteers. 

Volunteers can receive training and devel-
op new skills that may lead them into the 
workforce. It’s a step toward integration, not 
assimilation which would strip aboriginal 
people of their distinctive cultures. 

The opportunities that open up — and 
new-found ability to take advantage of them 
— might counter the heavily documented 
social ills of inadequate education, unem-
ployment, grinding poverty and substan-
dard housing. 

But in fact the benefits flow both ways be-
cause aboriginal volunteers bring a cultural 
richness to the organizations they join. 

It is one year since National Chief Phil Fon-
taine, leader of the Assembly of First Nations 
(AFN) spoke in the House of Commons in 
response to the federal government’s state-
ment of apology for the Indian residential 
schools.

The AFN represents only a portion of the 
aboriginal population politically, but it has 
symbolic clout with the mainstream popu-
lation. 

Fontaine said, “We are and always have 
been an indispensable part of the Canadian 
identity. Our peoples, our history, and our 
present being are the essence of Canada.” 

That essence, the cultural distinctiveness 
and diversity of Canada’s many aboriginal 
nations, yields much learning for organiza-
tions willing to take the lessons offered. 

Take, for instance, the value placed on be-
ing respectful of people’s emotional states, 
on open communication and relationship-
building. Checking in at the opening of a 
meeting may seem to take up time that could 
be spent on the business of the meeting, but 
in practice, it allows everyone in the room to 
read the emotional currents and dynamics 
more accurately. 

Look, too, at the aboriginal measures of 
success: acquiring new skills and knowl-

edge, thankfulness, happiness, and a sense 
of contributing to others. 

Those qualities just happen to describe the 
values of volunteering. 

And consider the aboriginal emphasis on 
sharing and inclusiveness. 

A couple of examples from Red Deer il-
lustrate what happens when sharing and 
inclusiveness are fundamentally valued as 
bridges across cultural differences.   

A gratifying response 
In keeping with the mandate of the Al-

berta Native Friendship Centres Association 
to create stronger ties across cultures, the 
Red Deer Native Friendship Centre Society 
has always made its programs and services 
available to everyone.

It was gratifying, not surprising then, that 
help came quickly from all quarters recently 
when the society’s building burned over-
night. 

Thankfully the sacred objects and tradi-
tional outfits were safely stored, but all the 
offices and the youth drop-in centre were 
ruined by smoke and water damage, the 
attached apartments were destroyed and 
the third floor was gutted. 

“We were homeless, without even paper 
and pens,” says program facilitator Tanya 
Schur. 

With 10 staff members, the society serves 
400 people a month on its premises as well 
as running outreach programs.  

“Our mandate is having a great place for 
people to drop in and build community,” 
Schur says. 

Aboriginals and non-aboriginals come 
for a weekly lunch. They come for health 
education and Healthy Families/Healthy 
Babies groups. Young people socialize. Se-
niors visit. 

Within 48 hours of the fire, a fundraiser 
had been organized around a drumming 
group from Rocky Mountain House. 

“The community came together. Agencies 
donated pens and paper, a school donated 
computers, everybody in the community 
was stepping up and saying, ‘How can we 
help you out? What is it you need?’ Central 
Alberta as well as other friendship centres 
were stepping up to help,” Schur says. 

Before the week was out, Red Deer Ab-
original Employment Services had offered 
the friendship centre its training centre 
premises.

“They handed over the keys and said use 
it as long as you need it.” 

“My experience in Red Deer with our ab-
original agencies is all of them exist to serve 
the community at large, not just aboriginal 
people,” says Janice Wing, CEO, Red Deer 
and District Community Foundation. 

The foundation is a private funding orga-
nization that makes grants into the com-
munity. 

“They are a distinct society in our province, 
yet they, as service providers and organiza-
tions in the community, don’t put up bar-
ricades around who they will serve,” Wing 
says. 

“You don’t have to be an aboriginal child to 
participate in the Red Deer dance troupe. 

It was the aboriginal community in Red 
Deer that generated the grassroots enthu-
siasm to organize the region’s Earthdance 
event, part of a globally synchronized festi-
val for peace, people and the planet.

This year it’s Sept. 26. Information is avail-

able at www.earthdance.org.
Now they get all of the ethnic communities 

to come and have people in native costumes 
from all over the world,” Wing says.

And interestingly, despite the aboriginal 
egalitarian structure of the promotions com-
mittee, the downtown business association 
soon got involved. 

“We’re one of the few places on the planet 
to have the business community promoting 
those ideals (peace, people, planet) in busi-
ness events as well,” says Schur, who sits on 
the committee. 

“Red Deer Earthdance promoters sit equal-
ly around the table, with a shared interest 
and passion to develop initiatives around 
Earthdance. 

“We work mostly by consensus, an indig-
enous framework of shared ownership and 
equal responsibility for outcomes.

“It’s a beautiful model because people do 
what they feel passionate about.

“On the other hand,” she admits wryly, 
“it is tricky to get funding because most 
funders have certain sorts of criteria we 
don’t meet.”

The problem was solved when Wing’s com-
munity foundation came through with fund-
ing for a co-ordinator. 

The result was an exercise in true commu-
nity, Schur says.

“That’s when ‘all’ means ‘all’. Our Earth-
dance promotions committee is a true ex-
ample of inclusion, of everybody being able 
to benefit from working together to promote 
important issues and find a space for people 
to be together.” 

And as Volunteer Alberta found in a 2004 
report called Participation of Urban Aborigi-
nal People in Volunteerism in Alberta (www.
volunteeralberta.ab.ca/resources_and_
links/statistics_and_trends.asp): 

“The direct personal contact of volunteer 
involvement can eradicate the “negative his-
torical view ingrained in the minds of many 
non-aboriginal people in Canada. 

“In large urban environments, aborigi-
nal people already marginalized are often 
viewed with a ‘beads and feathers’ philoso-
phy rather than a contemporary modern-
day perspective.”

Aboriginals bring unique qualities to non-profit sector 

LARRy WONg, EDMONTON JOURNAL, fiLE

Aboriginal dancers perform at a multitude 
 of cultural events.

JOhN LUcAs, EDMONTON JOURNAL

Sarah Apedaile, intercultural specialist, and Todd Odgers, associate director of the Centre for Excellence in Intercultural Education, at Norquest College
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The searing August sun blazes o’er the skirl 
of bagpipes, the swirl of tartan. 

Two hundred lads and lasses dance the 
crossed and naked swords, roused to 
mythical battle by the thrill of the pipes 
and drums. 

Ye’ll want the haggis in your belly and the 
swill of scotch behind it, to be man enough 
to toss the caber for the pride of your clan. 

For a decade Highland dance teacher Jack-
ie Roe has been mounting this magical day 
in High River, service centre to ranchlands 
settled by Scots 130 years ago.

The 10th-anniversary High River Highland 
Games, Aug. 29, 2009, will be a triumph 
over adversity worthy of the gritty Bruces 
and Macleods, for this year Roe is juggling 
a new baby along with her planning binder 
and telephone.

Welcoming new faces at her table — be-
sides her daughter’s — she runs through 
the list of volunteer spots open. She can’t 
backstop everyone herself this year.  

Roe needs a co-ordinator for the clans and 
Scottish vendors, someone to organize the 
trophies, the food, the bar and the ceil-
idh that’ll keep toes tapping well into the 
night. 

People to work the casino and coax fund-
ing from local businesses. Teams to put up 
posters. Set up and clean up. Handle the 
gate. 

Community benefits 
About 3,500 visitors make the half-hour 

drive from Calgary. Many stay overnight to 
catch the 7:30 a.m. start. Economic devel-
opment co-ordinator Heather Anderson 
says the economic impact of the event tops 
$700,000. 

Jackie’s husband Dave is running the heavy 
events that are the traditional heart of High-
land Games everywhere. 

Dave Roe groans at the work ahead.  
“Yeah, it’s the same dozen people who do 

everything,” he says. 
He recently went to town council on 

bended knee to ask that the games com-
mittee at least not have to go through the 

same bureaucratic red tape every year to 
get permission to hang flags and signage 
around town. 

“We need more support from council and 
from businesses,” he says. 

“We’re not asking for money, we’re asking 
for the economic development officer to get 
businesses involved instead of us having to 
beat door-to-door every year.

“The municipal district has a grant (ap-
plication) writer. If they can look grants up 
for us that would help.” 

At least there are a few new faces at Roe’s 
kitchen table this year. They came because 
she put the word out that there’s pressure to 
move the games to Okotoks, the next town 
up the road toward Calgary. 

The Same 10 People (STP) syndrome ap-
plies all over, says Rosanne Tollenaar, pro-
gram manager with Volunteer Alberta. 

“Twenty per cent of the people do 70 per 
cent of the work.” 

The status quo won’t hold in coming years 
because the demographics of volunteers are 
changing.  

“Organizations are going to start to see a 
shift away from traditional volunteers, who 
are starting to be recipients of services as 
they get older,” she says. 

“We need to look at who is now making 
up communities. 

“How do we engage young people?” Tol-
lenaar asks. “How do we create roles for 
people who want specific projects, and en-
gage people with high skills? 

“When someone comes to your door, do 
you know how to use them to the fullest of 
their ability?” 

A different point of views 
Tanya Schur, a program co-ordinator with 

the Red Deer Native Friendship Centre So-
ciety, has a different take on the STP phe-
nomenon. 

Among her many community involve-
ments, Schur volunteers as one of the 
promoters of Red Deer’s Earthdance cel-
ebration, a day for peace, people and the 
planet. More than 300 grassroots organiza-
tions around the world create simultaneous 
events. 

Rather than be one of the STP doing ev-
erything, Schur asks, “How much space am 
I taking up in my community and how does 
it limit others? 

“How do we create inclusive mindsets and 
make better connections so that more people 
can come to the (committee) tables? 

“As we create stronger connections within 
our communities we open ourselves up to 
many more circles. 

“Like a hoop dance, each circle intersects 
with every other but is a circle on its own. 

“If we thought about that on a commu-
nity level, volunteerism would not be dif-
ficult.” 

Everybody is involved in something, she 
says, and if we stop thinking in silos and 
instead look at how many people share an 
interest through their intersecting circles, 
there would be plenty of volunteers to join 
in. 

Highland festival struggles for help 
Need to engage more, younger people a provincewide issue

On the  web
The home page of Max Bell Foundation 

is at www.maxbell.org. Information about 
the public policy training institute is at www.
maxbell.org/mbppti. 

◗
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Pit passion against policy, and policy will 
win. 

The folks running more than 19,000 regis-
tered charities and non-profit organizations 
in Alberta are known for caring fervently 
about serving their publics, but it’s govern-
ment that makes the rules. 

Ideally, those fervent folks would have the 
ear of government and be able to influence 
what those rules say.

Government’s rules are what’s known as 
“public policy.” 

As Allan Northcott, program officer at the 
Max Bell Foundation in Calgary, puts it, 
“Public policy is things that governments do, 
and sometimes things that they consciously 
don’t do. It affects everyone in ways they’re 
aware of and also in ways they’re not aware 
of.”  

To help non-profit organizations under-
stand how public policy affects them and 
coach them to punch above their weight and 
influence policy, the Max Bell Foundation 
last year established a public-policy train-
ing institute. 

“What links government and organizations 
in the non-profit sector is they’re operating 
for the public good, although under differ-
ent constraints,” Northcott says. 

“The things government spends money on 
and the things non-profits want to spend 
money on are often the same,” Northcott 
says. 

“In many cases governments use non-prof-
its as agencies for their programs. Obviously 
there’s overlap in their interests.” 

Public-policy training institute
In the past few years there has been a 

ripple of willingness on the part of both 
government and non-profit organizations 
to find better ways to work together on that 
shared terrain.  

That’s where the public-policy training 
institute comes in. 

Skilled government relations people 
working in non-profits can help good ideas 
generated on the front lines of their agen-
cies percolate up to government decisions 
makers.  

“The Max Bell Foundation’s mandate is to 
help non-profit organizations generate ideas 
that can be valuable for government, so this 
program is a natural fit for us,” Northcott 
says.  

“Not only do we provide grants, in this 
training institute we’ve gotten into the busi-
ness of helping provide some capacity (i.e., 
knowledge, expertise and skills) for them 
to do it.”

The Max Bell Foundation is part of the 
legacy of Calgary entrepreneur and phi-
lanthropist George Maxwell Bell. 

Since it was established with a significant 
portion of his estate in 1972, the founda-
tion has distributed more than $65 million 
to causes across Canada. 

expanding thought patterns
The specific interests of the foundation 

have varied through the years, but the un-
derlying philosophy has always been to sup-
port innovative thinking and endeavours 
that take society to a higher plane, or as they 
put it, “which encourage the development 
of human potential in pursuit of social, edu-
cational, and economic goals.” 

In keeping with Max Bell’s heartfelt desire 
to improve Canadian society, the founda-
tion’s mission is to push the thinking on 
practical ways of improving the delivery of 
health care and education and of address-
ing environmental concerns with an eye to 
social and economic influences. 

“The mission includes everything,” North-
cott says, “for example research, and some-
times moving research into action in the 
non-profit sector and in government. It’s 
the whole broad sweep of trying to provide 
useful ideas and information for activity in 
the public sector.    

“The value to be had from generating ideas 
that bubble up from citizen-based organiza-
tions of all types to the level of policy deci-
sion is a good thing.”

intense tutoring provided
Besides the handful of think-tanks whose 

raison d’etre is to inform and improve gov-
ernment policy, there are many dozens 
of charities whose experience could be of 
benefit. 

The role of the public-policy training insti-
tute is to provide intense tutoring to repre-
sentatives of 25 non-profits on how to speak 
so government will listen.  

Each of the six sessions, which are spread 
over eight months, is a day and a half of lec-
tures, discussions and networking. 

They’re followed by assignments that will 
prepare the organization to speak up on spe-
cific policy issues affecting them. 

The non-profits pay only $500 for materi-
als while the Max Bell Foundation covers the 
entire cost of the educators, the participants’ 
travel to either Edmonton or Calgary, and 
all of their accommodations.  

Registered charities and non-profit orga-
nizations have until the end of June to ap-
ply for the second year’s institute, starting 
this fall.

Max Bell 
Foundation 
invaluableBill sass
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There are, in almost every small town, 
community and volunteer organizations, 
the “go-to” people.

These are the folks who can be relied 
upon to simultaneously deliver meals to 
the elderly, run the hockey program, teach 
English to immigrants and stock shelves at 
the food bank.

In volunteer parlance, it’s called the “STP 
syndrome,” with “STP” standing for the 
“same 10 or 20 people.”

Now, volunteer leaders in rural Alberta are 
making a concerted effort to broaden the 
base of volunteers as a matter of survival. 

Penny Fox, Family Community Social Ser-
vices (FCSS) director in the municipal dis-
trict of Smoky River, says “The ‘STP’ problem 
is alive and well in northern rural Alberta.

“The people who get involved and get 
things done are the very people everybody 
wants.”

To her, devising tactics to attract young 
people take up the cause — or causes — isn’t 
an option.

“The STP club has been the same people 
for 30 years and they’re getting old.”

The strategies are fairly simple.
“If we want younger people — anyone un-

der the age of 40 — involved, we have to give 
them something they want to do and find 
their passions and find their skills.

 “We try to keep it fresh and fun and we do 
some amazing things.”

Smoky River
Smoky River is an agricultural area west of 

Fox Creek and south of Peace River contain-
ing the towns and villages of Falher, McLen-
nan, Girouxville and Donnelly. There’s a 
large francophone community and an ab-
original population.

The demographics are varied, but one 
thing everyone in the Municipal District has 
in common is volunteer services, Fox says.

“All of our recreation, the hockey groups, 
the sports clubs, the senior organizations 
are all volunteer. Everything that happens 
here, other than the core municipal services, 
is provided by volunteers and organizations 
of one kind or another.

Fox said an obvious target pool of prospec-
tive volunteers lies in the people who have 
moved to the area over the past 10 years. 

FCSS and other groups are advertising for 
volunteers — and being specific about what 
skills are needed where and what level of 
commitment is expected.

Another aspect of non-profit unease is 
funding.

Some organizations in Smoky River do 
their own fundraising and some raise cash 
using Alberta Lotteries and casinos. “A lot of 
them are still doing bingos,” Fox said.

There is provincial funding — but orga-
nizations still don’t know the ramifications 
of the government’s decision to disband 
the Wild Rose Foundation that distributed 
funds. 

There are other money pools, such as the 
Community Initiatives Program, but “you 
have to have someone in your organization 
able to manage through the grants process, 
which is not easy. 

“Sometimes it’s just easier to go out, have 
a picnic and sell hotdogs.”

vegreville
Across the province to the east, Lisa To-

pilko, co-ordinator, Vegreville Volunteer 
Action Centre, faces the same questions 
and says, “I can’t come up with any magic 
answers.”

Her approach to expanding the volunteer 
workforce beyond the STP is to first find out 
why people volunteer.

“If I’m looking just to pass the time, if I’m 
looking for friends and an opportunity to 
socialize or if I’m looking to give back to 
my community — all of those reasons will 
influence the level to which I get involved 
in a particular organization.”

And the key recruitment stratagem, also 
mentioned by Fox and other community 
volunteer leaders, can be boiled down to 
one word: “ask.”

“The people who are most likely to get in-
volved are those who are asked face to face, 
Topilko said.

“We do put up ads. We put up ads on the 
Internet, we put them on bulletin boards 
around town, we put them in newspapers 
and newsletters. But nine times out of 10, 
people will become involved because some-
one asks them.”

And it’s better to match volunteer skills and 
interests to available jobs, Topilko said.

And it’s better to match volunteer skills and 
interests to available jobs, Topilko said.

“We heard the story of the fellow who was 
highly skilled in the business world and 
when he retired, he wanted to be a limousine 
driver to drive a bride to her wedding.

“That’s what he really wanted to do, he 
didn’t want to be a business consultant for 
non-profits or anything like that.”

The recession is likely having an impact on 
Vegreville non-profit services, but the evi-
dence, so far, is only anecdotal, she says.

The Vegreville volunteer centre connects 
with about 120 organizations. 

“Everything in small communities depends 
upon volunteers. Sports programs, services, 
recreation for seniors, for children, for the 
faith-based communities.”

“Some organizations are saying they’ve 
had fewer donors.”

The viability of small businesses that are 
generous with volunteer sport is also wor-
risome, she said.

“There are concerns with the loss of the 
Wild Rose Foundation. I don’t think people 
really know yet what the impact of that is 
going to be.”

More and more organizations in the area 
are relying on casino income, she said.

“It’ll be interesting to see in the next little 
while what happens to casino income — if 
it drops. In a recession, do people gamble 
more or less?

In Lac La Biche, there is no volunteer cen-
tre at present.

“Its startup was attempted a few years ago, 
but ended when the person who was leading 
the drive moved away,” says Anita Polturak, 
the town’s FCSS program co-ordinator, 

Polturak says volunteerism isn’t absent in 
the lake-dotted area 300 km northeast of 
Edmonton, although, “It can be a problem 
getting volunteers,” she says. “Parents are 
OK when their kids are involved in a sport, 
but keeping them engaged after the children 
are grown is a test.”

grande Prairie
Jacqueline Hutton, executive director 

Grande Prairie Volunteer Services Bureau, 
says, 

“Right now, we are faring about the same 
as we were before the (economic) hiccup. 
There’s definitely a concern in the non-profit 
world up here about ongoing funding, espe-
cially from the province and city.”

“As for the volunteers themselves, people 
are still calling and still signing up.”

Grande Prairie is a transient city, she says, 
and many volunteers or potential volunteers 
left town when they were laid off. 

“But we’re still very active.”
Uncertainty over funding has shaken or-

ganizations from their comfortable niches, 
she says.

“They say, maybe those funds won’t be 
there and we need to step up. They were 
getting really excited about fundraising. I 
know that’s a really bizarre concept some-
times, people don’t like fund raising.

“But they were talking about how we are 
going to change our programming and use 
technologies that are looking ahead.

“In a way, it’s kind of a kick in the gut, but 
it’s also an awakening.”

overcoming the StP Syndrome 
Rural communities working hard to recruit younger volunteers

LORRaine HJaLTe, CaLgaRy HeRaLd, fiLe

Dancing the Highland Fling is always a 
highlight at the Highland Games  

Competition in High River.

 The ‘STP’ problem is alive 
and well in northern rural Alberta. 
The people who get involved and 

get things done are the very people 
everybody wants. 

Penny Fox, Family Community Social 
Services (FCSS) director in the 

municipal district of Smoky River

The people 
who are most likely 
to get involved are 

those who are asked 
face to face. We 

do put up ads. We 
put up ads on the 

Internet, we put them on bulletin 
boards around town, we put them 

in newspapers and newsletters. 
But nine times out of 10, people 
will become involved because 

someone asks them. 
Lisa Topilko, co-ordinator, Vegreville 

Volunteer Action Centre
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The name is kind of dry and not many 
people have heard of it, but the Alberta Non-
profit Voluntary Sector Initiative (ANVSI) 
may play a critical role in establishing re-
lationships between the provincial govern-
ment and the volunteer sector.

Jann Beeston, the non-profits’ co-chair of 
the initiative, describes it as a “framework 
of collaboration between the government 
of Alberta and the Alberta non-profit vol-
untary sector.

“The non-profit sector members aren’t ap-
pointed to represent the sector, but rather 
to reflect the issues — and the issues have 
not changed for the not-for-profit voluntary 
sector for many years,” she says.

Funding practices, bureaucratic red tape, 
policy changes and communication lines are 
all on the table for discussion.

Addressing the issues
“ANVSI was set up to look at over-riding 

issues and the real value of it is that it’s cross-
ministry,” she says. Representatives from 
several government departments, especially 
ones dealing in areas that use non-profit sec-
tor support, are at the table.

“Their work is really to address things like 
government policy that may influence the 
work of the non-profit voluntary sector and 
ongoing issues like sustainability with hu-
man resources and funding practices and 
how the sector and the government can 
work together to address some of those is-
sues.”

Decommissioning the Wild Rose Founda-
tion and the loss of the $8.5 million it dis-
tributed to the sector is something ANVSI 
can address as a broader funding issue, she 
says.

The non-profit sector is “really concerned 
anytime funding is withdrawn because it 
faces challenges everyday around funding,” 
Beeston says. Alberta’s non-profits draw 
about a third of their income from govern-
ment funding.

“Conversation at the ANVSI with govern-
ment cross-ministries is how we can all work 

together to address funding issues.
“What we’re trying to do is not to solve the 

symptoms, but to find out what the issues 
are that create those symptoms and work 
at a higher level.”

Collaborative approach stressed
ANVSI participants aren’t there to be ad-

versarial, Beeston says.
“We’re there to identify issues to the sec-

tor and work collaboratively to find resolu-
tion to some of the overarching issues that 
affect the not-for-profit voluntary sector’s 
capacity.”

The bigger issues — such as funding 
policies — won’t be solved overnight, she 
says.

But “because you have non-profit and gov-
ernment sitting at a collaborative table, you 
have issues that arise that you can address 
fairly easily.”

For example, there was a problem involv-
ing police information checks for some 
groups.

Some agencies, like Big Brothers and Big 
Sisters, had to budget for paying for police 
information checks for volunteers. 

The checks are essential, Beeston says, 
“but those dollars could be better used to 
support the work of Big Brothers and Big 
Sisters, rather than the police information 
checks.

“So many people from that table and oth-
ers outside of it, worked to come up with a 
way that those police information checks 
could be funded so they wouldn’t be a bur-
den on voluntary sector organizations.”

It is a fiscal fact of life that someone had 
to pay.

“It takes time and resources for the police 
to do those information checks, Beeston 
says. “Someone, somewhere, has to pay 
for that work.”

The province now pays for the checks 
through its Safe Communities Initiative.

“There are other things we are working on, 
like how the government of Alberta funds 
the not-for-profit voluntary sector around 
granting and contracting.

“There is no outcome yet, but certainly 
there is the beginning of discussions and 
actions that could create some efficiency, 

eliminate some of the organizational bur-
den, so we’re looking, cross-ministry, what 
are the funding practices, what are the best 
practices?”

In an ideal world, funding for the non-
profit sector would be steady and reliable.

But in reality, not even the government has 
that luxury, Beeston says. “It doesn’t neces-
sarily know from one year to the next what 
its budget is going to be.

“Certainly, it would be beneficial for agen-
cies if they would be more stable if they had 
reliable sources of funding.

“In the not-for-profit agencies that you 
know, would you just blanket-fund every 
one of them? 

“The fact is, there are all sorts of wonderful 
agencies doing wonderful work with client 
groups. They’re very accountable and who-
ever funds them has to be accountable, too. 
There will always be processes.”

Cross-ministry approach lauded
Minister of Culture and Community Spirit 

Lindsay Blackett, under whose department 
ANVSI resides, is a big fan of the cross-min-
istry approach.

The goal of ANVSI is “that we would have 
a spirit of collaboration within the sector 
where there’s a lot more shared resources 
among groups or sub-groups where govern-
ment works together with all the different 
departments that fund the not-for-profit sec-

tor that we get to the point where we have 
one grant form that people have to fill out 
for all the different grants.”

Government realizes “the not-for-profit 
sector delivers programs much better than 
government can,” Blackett says.

A new departmental challenge
Provincial departments have been chal-

lenged to find what programs the not-for-
profit sector can take over from government 
“because we realize they can do this better 
and we will fund them.

“That’s where we’re leading. To the point 
where the not-for-profit sector thinks of me 
as the minister who is their champion, just 
like the arts community thinks of me as their 
minister and champion.”

Blackett says culture and community spirit 
is going to the “one form” format in the next 
month or two.

He’d like other departments to follow 
suit.

“But before we get there, what we have 
to do, and we’ll talk about that at the next 
ANVSI meeting, we have to look and see 
what all the government programs avail-
able for this sector are from the different 
departments.

“I don’t think there’s any one person who 
has that list.”

Blackett has committed to meeting with 
ANVSI every six weeks.

Issues facing groups 
under scrutiny

AnVSI’s role is to bring government, volunteers together

Bill SaSS
E d m o n t o n  Jo u r n a l  S p e c i a l  P r o j e c t s  W r i t e r

E d m o n t o n

“We are all members of a larger community, 
which depends on everyone playing a part.” 
— John Molson, 1776

The concept of Corporate Social Responsi-
bility has been around long enough to earn 
its own acronym — CSR.

It’s sort of a catch-all notion, depending on 
the circumstance, which a company applies 
according to its own situation. 

Some herald their dedication to the envi-
ronment; some have programs to ease the 
social impact of their presence in a com-
munity. Others apply social responsibility 
to “giving back” to the community by sup-
porting various causes in the non-profit 
sector.

The latter is of special interest to Volun-
teer Canada as the recession drags on and 
corporate bottom lines are threatened and 
companies look for budget areas to cut.

According to the Leave a Legacy website 
(www.leavealegacy.ca/), “corporations in 
Canada are the least likely to give charitable 
donations. 

“In 2003, three per cent of corporations 
claimed charitable donations in Canada. 
These claims totalled $1 billion.”

That’s cash — there seems to be little infor-
mation on corporate policies that encourage 
“in kind” participation and fundraising by 
employees.

Corporate charity can build morale
Wendy Mitchell, manager of corporate 

citizenship, Volunteer Canada in Ottawa, 
says there are good reasons for companies 
to maintain their commitments to the non-
profit sector, even through hard times.

“The obvious thing would be for a company 
to say, ‘oh, great, we’re going to cut back on 
all of our philanthropy because we’re going 
to focus on business and the bottom line and 
making sure that we hit targets.’ ”

The reality is, she said, such cutbacks may 
hit the bottom line in terms of business and 
productivity as well.

The upside of corporate charity is that em-
ployee volunteer programs can enhance the 
morale and the loyalty of employees who 
are still there.

“So in a situation where businesses are 
laying off people and morale may be very 
low, it can be a huge benefit to give through 
volunteerism or continue to give to the com-
munity so employees know that good work 
is being done.”

Corporate image is also at stake, Mitchell 
says.

“The other thing is keeping a viable im-
age with consumers, so customers can see 
the business is still willing to give back to 
the community. It gives a consumer faith in 
the company that they’re still a solid com-
pany.”

The recession has already had an impact 
on the non-profit sector as more people seek 
the services they offer, she said.

The corollary is that as demand increases, 

so does the need for 
volunteers as well.

“But people who are 
having a tough time 
at work — higher 
stress or loss of job 
causing stress in the 
family unit — may 
not necessarily be 
volunteering where 
they would have 
been volunteering in 
the past.

“People are focusing 
on themselves versus 
others.”

There is no quan-
titative evidence of 
a mass corporate 
withdrawal from sup-
porting non-profits, but the need of charities 
for help from all donating sectors, especially 
the government, continues to grow, Mitchell 
says.

“There’s always been a need for govern-
ment support of the voluntary sector and 
that’s gone away in the past couple of years. 
It’s definitely time for a renewed investment 
by government into the voluntary sector into 
the infrastructure layer that’s going to sup-
port all non-profits across the country,” says 
Mitchell.

Volunteer Canada took a huge hit in 2006 
when the Harper Conservatives brought 
in their first budget that cancelled the Vol-
unteerism Initiative — “85 per cent of our 
budget in one day.”

While Mitchell’s organization retooled and 
survived, “There are a lot of non-profits that 

are suffering.” And the 
recessionary impact is 
likely to get worse.

“We have a volunteer 
network that runs 200-
strong across the coun-
try in all sizes of com-
munities and they will 
be directly affected by 
loss of jobs and loss of 
businesses.

“They’ll be directly 
affected because many 
of them are supported 
by those specific busi-
nesses.”

But business is trying, 
she said.

“We focus in particu-
lar on employee volun-

teerism and corporate citizenship and we’re 
finding, in many cases, there are many com-
panies that are trying to delve into this area 
in times of economic downturn.”

KPMG, an international tax, audit and 
consultation firm, has gone so far as to cre-
ate a senior-level position specific to the 
company’s philanthropic policies.

Toronto-based Tania Carnegie was ap-
pointed national director of community 
leadership for KPMG in February.

“My role has come into being in recogni-
tion of KPMG’s strong tradition in the com-
munity,” she says.

A big part of the company’s policy relates 
to encouraging its employees to be engaged 
in the community and “how we support the 
things KPMG people are passionate about 
and how we actively mentor and support 

our people to create community leadership 
opportunities and to really foster and further 
a culture of giving back,” Carnegie says.

Every KPMG employee across the country 
gets a day off a year to volunteer in their 
community.

“In every community, that office will de-
termine what are the organizations we will 
volunteer within our local area and they go 
out and do that. Certainly our Edmonton 
and Calgary offices are incredibly involved 
in doing that.”

Money is also important to the charities 
and, through its KPMG Foundation, the 
company donated a total of $2.82 million 
to charitable organizations in 2007. 

“Foundation funds are allocated through 
KPMG offices in each of our communi-
ties.” 

This year, the Calgary office will focus its 
efforts on children’s services while in Ed-
monton it’s Women Building Futures.

Brewer Molson Inc. has been involved in 
community ventures for 233 years, said Bry-
an Cox, Molson director of government and 
public affairs, in Western Canada.

Variety of groups get help
As KPMG, Molson has a company volun-

teer program that provides a paid day off 
to any employee who wants to go out and 
volunteer in the community.

“We encourage them to do it in groups, if 
possible, so they can have the most impact 
they can,” Cox said.

“ It’s a way to get people thinking and give 
them a little extra onus to go out and do 
what they think is right.”

Molson sees volunteer projects as “team 
building” opportunities, Cox says.

In Calgary, the sales team sorted food at 
the community food bank in January. “They 
brought with them a $5,000 cash donation 
and spent more than four hours sorting 
17,000 pounds of food.”

The Edmonton Food Bank got the KMPG 
treatment in December when it partnered 
with The Bear radio station and Hudson’s 
Tap House. KPMG donated $5,000 to the 
food bank and a one-day drive by its part-
ners raised $2,000 in outside donations and 
4,000 pounds of food.

The company is heavily committed to orga-
nizations such as the United Way, the Mili-
tary Families Resource Centre and the 2010 
Olympics and has just launched a western 
version of its National Mentoring Program 
in which the company pays the salary of a U 
of Alberta student to work for a charity.

“The person I’m mentoring is working for 
HIV Edmonton,” Cox says.

The corporate commitment of a minimum 
of one per cent of before-tax profit going to 
charity remains in place, he said.

Cox said he can’t speak to what other com-
panies with financial commitments in com-
munities will do during the recession, but 
notes “it will test their mettles.”

But it’s worth it, he says.
“Being committed to the community is one 

reason we’ve been around for so long. I know 
we do what we do because it’s the right thing 
to do — it’s not just a PR opportunity.”

Changing the culture of ‘giving back’
When it comes to cash, Canadian corporations are the least likely to give charitable donations 

JOhN LUcAs, EDMONTON JOURNAL

Molson’s Bryan Cox says his company has a long history of community support. 

chRis schWARz, EDMONTON JOURNAL

Jann Beeston, co-chair of Alberta Non-Profit Voluntary Sector Initiative

 In every 
community, that 

office will determine 
what are the 

organizations we 
will volunteer within 

our local area and 
they go out and 

do that. Certainly our Edmonton 
and Calgary offices are incredibly 

involved in doing that. 
Tania Carnegie, KPMG national 
director of community leadership 
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C a l g a r y

Going into its 100th year the YWCA of Cal-
gary makes no bones about broken bones. 

In keeping with the international organi-
zation’s mandate for each YWCA to address 
local women’s most urgent needs, the Cal-
gary YWCA is adamant about eradicating 
domestic violence, poverty and homeless-
ness. 

In good times or bad, Alberta has the high-
est rate of family violence in Canada. 

Just as exposure to sunlight kills lethal 
germs, exposure to public scrutiny helps 
end abuse once family secrecy is stripped 
away. 

“The YWCA has been successful by taking 
a strong message to the community,” says 
chief operating officer Arlene Adamson. 

“We’re not afraid to say we’re talking about 
life and death, broken bones, women los-
ing their babies because they’ve been hit 
in the stomach during pregnancy, tremen-
dous scarring of children who’ve witnessed 
domestic violence and had violence turned 
on them.”

Dismantling a culture of abuse lies in at-
tracting influential people to make domestic 
violence a public issue. 

“If community leaders take a stance in 
ending poverty, homelessness and domestic 
violence in our city, then others will follow. 
It’s like the Good Housekeeping Seal of ap-
proval. Someone has to go first.” 

Corporate Calgary chips in
The YWCA has attracted considerable sup-

port from corporate Calgary. 
For five years, advertising agency Mac-

Laren McMann has contributed awareness 
campaigns; employees of the Royal Bank, 
Canadian Pacific Railway, ARC Resources 
and Vermilion Energy Trust step up to vol-
unteer in programs. 

“They’re all companies comprised of in-
dividuals who have come in and said it’s 
unacceptable that women come in (to an 
emergency shelter) for 21 days then have 
nowhere to go. It’s volunteers who step up 
every day.”  

The 2008 annual report says the YWCA of 
Calgary served 11,605 women and men and 
3,824 children the previous year.

Women and their children fleeing domes-
tic violence take haven in the Sherriff King 
Home, an emergency shelter. Some move 
to Mary Dover House, a longer-term tran-
sitional shelter. 

The perpetrators of violence as well as 
their spouses and children have access to 
extensive counselling. 

But the YMCA also takes a step back and 
partners with the schools to prevent vio-
lence by offering early intervention. 

Counselling is one facet of a holistic well-
ness program in which developing physical 
fitness has a central place.  

There are programs for training in English 

as a second language, life skills and employ-
ment skills, for instance the Vermilion/
YWCA Skills Training Centre, which puts 
carpentry tools into women’s hands. 

“We provide a continuum of service until 
women arrive at a place of economic stabil-
ity, independence, and safety,” Adamson 
says.  

Otherwise the cycle of abuse, dependence 
and poverty would simply carry on. 

“On top of being broken because of the 
abuse and manipulation and control, abused 
women have to make a decision between 
staying (with the abuser) and taking their 
children out of their schools and homes and 
beds and being homeless,” Adamson says.

“It’s a tough choice. Often they stay. It’s 

not a good choice for their safety, but it’s 
still very prevalent. We don’t talk about it 
openly, this is not like breast cancer or pros-
tate cancer.”  

It’s not just a woman’s issue
Domestic violence tends to be thought of 

as a women’s issue, but “it’s everybody’s is-
sue because everybody is affected,” Adam-
son points out. It’s an economic or cultural 
issue; it’s in every neighbourhood. 

If your child’s classroom is disrupted by 
one of the three to five children in every 
class who goes home to domestic violence, if 
a beaten woman is taking up a hospital bed 
your brother needs or you can’t get help at 
911 because the police are busy with do-

mestic calls, it’s society’s issue. 
“Society has to stand up and say enough 

is enough.”
Part of standing up is people reaching into 

their pockets to pay for all these services as 
well as to keep the YWCA’s doors open and 
the lights on. 

“Calgary has some tremendous leaders 
who set an example,” Adamson says, but, 
“there’s a tremendous amount of competi-
tion in every community for dollars.

“We have a long way to go. We, too, are 
having to cut back. We are worried our ma-
jor donors won’t stay the course because of 
this economy. We’re already $250,000 short 
in our fundraising. 

Double the funds needed
“We raise probably $3 million a year, but 

we need $6 million. The danger is people 
think someone else is stepping up. If every 
Calgarian gave a loonie or two we’d be twice 
as far ahead. 

“You do not see $10-million donations 
given to the YWCA — that goes to business 
schools and hospitals.” 

Yet it takes money to attack domestic 
violence, poverty and homelessness in a 
systemic way. 

“Women would not be abused if there 
weren’t someone abusing them. We are 
against all kinds of violence. We have carved 
out a piece, dealing with women and their 
families. Until people believe it’s both our 
issues … 

“We need people to walk with us in a 
meaningful way. That means funding, policy 
change and including this issue in what we 
value in this society.”

The YWCA’s vision is to deal with the ef-
fects on the perpetrator, the victim and the 
children so the children don’t grow up and 
becomes bullies or victims. 

The children need a safe home if they are 
to grow out of learning disabilities, bed-
wetting, night tremors or whatever other 
symptoms they suffer. 

“Solving these problems is the core of 
allowing children to grow up in a healthy 
community,” Adamson says. 

“Every day we see the successes of our 
work, children colouring with colour, not 
black, dark pictures.” 

Calgary yWCa tackles life, death issues
alberta has the highest rate of domestic violence in Canada

dean BickneLL, caLgaRy HeRaLd

Arlene Adamson, chief operating officer of the YWCA of Calgary, inside one of the rooms available for women in need of a place to stay.

quest ions to  have  at 
hand when someone’s 
asking you for money

The provincial government’s Charitable 
Fundraising Act applies to organizations 
that expect to receive more than $25,000 
yearly in contributions from Albertans, or 

which enter into a contract with a private 
soliciting agency. 

The law requires anyone raising funds on 
behalf of a registered charity be able to 
answer the following questions:

How much is your organization spending 
on fundraising, and what is your target for 
financial contributions?

What percentage of gross contribution is 
spent directly on charitable activities, not 

◗

◗

fundraising and administration?
What is the charitable purpose for which 

the money will be used?
How and where will you spend my con-

tribution?
Do you work for a private fundraising 

business? 
If so, are you being paid a flat fee or do 

you receive a specified percentage of the 
money raised?

When can I receive a copy of your 

◗

◗

◗

◗

◗

charity’s most recent audited financial 
statement?

What arrangements do I need to make 
to have my name removed from your 
donor list?

How do I ensure that you will not provide 
my name to another organization?

What arrangements will you make to 
contact me to obtain my permission if you 
want to spend my contribution on a differ-
ent project?

◗

◗

◗

iLLusTRaTiOn: edMOnTOn JOuRnaL, FiLe

Exposure to public scrutiny helps end domestic violence.

 We’re not afraid to say we’re 
talking about life and death, 

broken bones, women losing their 
babies because they’ve been hit 

in the stomach during pregnancy, 
tremendous scarring of children 

who’ve witnessed domestic 
violence and had violence turned 

on them. 
Arlene Adamson
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