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Calgary

Calgary is Canada’s third-largest and fastest-growing city, with a population of one million. 
Environmental volunteer programs are managed within the city by the Parks Department, 
through the Public Education and Program Services division. Community associations and 
other groups also take on environmental projects, which may be supported by staff liaisons in 
the Community and Neighbourhood Services Department or by local councillors. 

We spoke with volunteers from many community associations who had taken on projects in 
their parks, boulevards, and green spaces, and also with some of the municipal staff who run 
the volunteer programs listed below. 

Adopt-A-Park: Volunteers assist in the 
maintenance and care of community green 
spaces.

Natural Environment Adopt-A-Park: 
Volunteers help to maintain and restore 
natural environment parks.

Volunteer Ranger Program: Rangers 
welcome park users and inform people about 
appropriate park use. 

Community Neighbourwoods Pilot Project: 
Volunteers in this tree stewardship program 
help to care for the urban forest. 

Inglewood Bird Sanctuary: Volunteers 
in this urban wildlife reserve provide 
environmental interpretation, host visitors, and 
lead day camps. 

Pathway & River Cleanup: Volunteers 
participate in an annual cleanup of public park 
spaces. 

Bowmont Park Volunteer Observers: 
Volunteers assist in research on park use in 
off-leash zones that are being piloted in the 
park.

BP BirthPlace Forest: Volunteers help with 
yearly tree planting that honours all babies 
born in Calgary.

Forever Green Community Tree Planting 
Program: The city provides free trees to 
approved groups that want to plant on city 
land.

Scoopy-Doo: Volunteers participate in an 
annual dog poo cleanup day.

Graffiti Volunteer Program: Volunteers assist 
with graffiti removal in their neighbourhoods.

www.calgary.ca
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Getting started

Building a strong relationship with your municipality 
won’t happen overnight. If you’re just starting to forge 
that partnership, you need to be able to answer a few 
fundamental questions.

1. ,V�\RXU�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�EURDG�FRPPXQLW\�LQWHUHVW�
EH\RQG�\RXU�RZQ�µEDFN\DUG¶" The municipality 
is more likely to sign onto your project if it meets 
a clear need in your community and has (or is 
likely to gain) strong, widespread support among 
citizens. 

2. $UH�RWKHU�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DOUHDG\�LQYROYHG" Find 
out about other groups in your community that are 
actively involved in stewardship and what they’ve 
already done. 

3. ,V�LW�D�PXQLFLSDO�FRQFHUQ" Try to put yourself 
in the municipality’s shoes, and ask yourself 
why they should work with you on this project. 
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Foster a sense of place
Neighbours and other community members may 
already have a sense of ownership and responsibility 
for your greening site. For example, a Winnipeg 
staff member noted that ³$GRSW�D�3DUN�LV�RIWHQ�DQ�
H[WHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�SHUVRQ¶V�RZQ�SURSHUW\��$QG�WKH\��
KDYH�D�YHVWHG�LQWHUHVW�LQ�ZKDW¶V�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�WKDW�
SODFH�EHFDXVH�WKH\�OLYH�QH[W�GRRU�´�Harness this 
feeling of ownership and responsibility by engaging 
directly with neighbours and users of your site. They 
may make the best volunteers and spokespeople for 
your cause! You can also nurture this sense of place 
by ensuring that your sites are easy to access and 
well maintained. 

2. Municipal politics and bureaucracies 
Working with local government comes with a distinct 
set of challenges. Many of these challenges stem 
from two realities: (1) decision-making at the municipal 
level is inherently political and is affected by political 
processes, and (2) most local governments have 
complex bureaucratic structures. 

Why municipal politics matter
Sometimes the best efforts and intentions of  
municipal staff and volunteers can be frustrated by  
an unsupportive council. Municipal staff are  
mandated in their work by policies and directives 
from council, and councilors themselves are under 
tremendous pressure to respond to constituents’ 
concerns while making politically advantageous 
choices. For voluntary-sector greening groups, 
this means that it pays to consider the political 
implications of your project and to use them to  
win the support of elected officials. 

Understanding the bureaucracy
Municipal bureaucracies are perhaps WKH most 
frustrating element of working with local government. 
Even apparently simple greening projects often 
fall under several departmental jurisdictions, may 
be subject to an array of different (and sometimes 
conflicting) policies, might require several permits, 
and may meet with opposition simply because of a 
lack of communication among staff at city hall. These 
issues can be compounded if you’re working in an 
amalgamated city or regional municipality. In addition, 
community stewardship projects often require a 
holistic approach, whereas municipal bureaucratic 
structures are likely to be compartmentalized. For 
volunteer groups, all this can add up to uncertainty 
and, ultimately, burnout. 

Working within the bureaucracy: Municipal 
staff perspectives
Whenever you feel frustrated by the bureaucratic 
structures of your local government, try to keep in 
mind that your counterparts at city hall experience 
these structures from the inside and must cope with 
them daily. Your municipal contact may be personally 
committed to your work and willing to advocate for 
you, but must operate under the constraints of tight 
budgets and timelines and ever-changing political 
realities. Municipal staff members who participated in 
our research talked about some of the key challenges 
that come with working within the bureaucracy. These 
include the following:

• 8QVXSSRUWLYH�FRXQFLO� If Council hasn’t thrown its 
support behind a project, municipal staff are often 
not in a position to move it forward.
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• /LDELOLW\�FRQFHUQV� In a public/nonprofit partnership, 
the buck usually stops at the municipality. Staff 
need to be wary of projects or actions that may 
make the city liable if something goes wrong.

• 5HVWULFWLYH�MRE�GHVFULSWLRQV�DQG�WRR�PDQ\�
UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV��Municipal staff positions 
typically have very clear terms of reference, 
and employees are rarely given leeway to stray 
from their job descriptions. At the same time, 
those job descriptions tend to be packed with 
responsibilities. As a result, your staff contacts 
are likely to be overextended and may not be in a 
position to help out in the way they would like. 

• /LPLWHG�UHVRXUFHV� Municipal staff don’t have the 
resources to run with every good idea that comes 
across their desks. Sometimes, a project needs 
to be put on the back burner, or be refocused to 
fit with the available time and money. Keep this in 
mind when you pitch your idea to a staff contact, 
and try to use the city’s participation to leverage 
resources from other sources.

• 1HJRWLDWLQJ�WKH�EXUHDXFUDF\� Odds are that your 
staff contact finds the bureaucracy as frustrating 
as you do! 

• /DFN�RI�FRQWLQXLW\�

 扠̠u 逅倄䀄怅쀀〄䀅怀〄逅倰рӰဠ㘨
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• 8VH�SROLF\�DV�D�WRRO��It is vitally important that your 
municipality has a strong, clear environmental 
or stewardship policy in place, and that you’re 
aware of how to use the policy to advance your 
cause. Good policy is an advantage because it 
offers your municipal partners a clear mandate to 
meet environmental goals, and empowers them to 
dedicate resources – financial and otherwise – to 
community greening projects. A staff member in 
Winnipeg shared this story: 

³,Q�������WKH�¿UVW�3ODQ�:LQQLSHJ�FDPH�
LQWR�H[LVWHQFH��7RZDUGV�������$QG�LQ�
WKLV�SODQ�������WKH�FLWL]HQV�RI�:LQQLSHJ�
KDG�VSRNHQ��7KHUH�ZDV�D�ZKROH�VHFWLRQ�
LQ�&KDSWHU���FDOOHG�³(QYLURQPHQWDO�
6WHZDUGVKLS�´�$QG�>ZLWKLQ�WKH�&LW\�
EXUHDXFUDF\@��&KDSWHU���JDYH�PH�P\�
ZHDSRQ�WR�LQLWLDWH�FKDQJH�DQG�WR�VWDUW�WR�
WHOO�SHRSOH�WKDW�ZH�QHHGHG�WR�FKDQJH��
DQG�QDWXUH�ZDV�LPSRUWDQW��DQG�QDWXUDO�
DUHDV�ZHUH�LPSRUWDQW��>7KLV@�ZDV�VRUW�RI�
WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�LQLWLDWLQJ�RI�FKDQJH��$QG�
WKHQ�WKLQJV�VWDUWHG�WR�KDSSHQ�´�

 As one staff member in Waterloo put it, a strong 
policy can also offer the “green light” for you or 
your community group to get involved, propose 
new projects, and push the municipality to achieve 
more. The policy can act as a framework for your 
municipality’s engagement with environmental 
volunteers and stewardship groups – one that 
transcends the changeable political climate and 
remains in effect when individual staff members 
come and go. 

 

 If you have a good relationship with your municipal 
partners, or if you sit on a citizen committee that 
advises staff and councilors, you may be in a 
position to influence policy development. Where 
possible, advocate for policy that makes specific 
allowances for community liaison staff and that 
addresses the need for partnerships with the 
voluntary sector. 

Working with unions
Unionized municipal employees often have legitimate 
concerns about the expanding role of environmental 
volunteers in park maintenance, stewardship, and 
development. Clear, respectful communication and a 
little diplomacy can go a long way toward establishing a 
good relationship with local unions. Here are a few tips:

•

olunteers in x gapin anÃwith)ng!t makinCa hle,o职oݙ
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3. Volunteer management 
For volunteer groups and municipalities alike, 
effective volunteer management is crucial to project 
and program success. There is, of course, no single 
approach that will work perfectly in all municipalities. 
Some municipalities simply tap into their Volunteer 
Services Department’s well-established processes; 
others develop a system that is specific to 
environmental volunteers or manage volunteers more 
flexibly and informally. 

One thing is clear, however. One size does QRW fit 
all when it comes to municipal volunteer program 
management. A program that successfully handles 
sports and recreation volunteers, social services 
volunteers, and emergency response volunteers 
may not be well suited to the management of 
environmental volunteers. Environmental volunteers 
are often results-oriented, willing to contribute many 
hours to a project that they’re interested in, and feel 
a sense of ownership of the initiative. Moreover, 
environmental projects tend to be holistic and multi-
disciplinary, with needs and goals that change 
over the long term. These characteristics demand 
a volunteer management approach that is flexible, 
responsive, and able to meet the needs of both one-
time volunteers and ‘super volunteers.’

In this section, we discuss what works, what doesn’t, 
and where the key challenges lie when it comes to 
effective municipal volunteer engagement. 
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- The volunteer is offered an orientation session 
to introduce him or her to the workplace or 
site, and to other staff and volunteers. By now, 
the volunteer should know whom to report 
to, how to log volunteer hours and tasks, and 
what kinds of support are available to him or 
her. 

- Each stage of this process can be recorded in 
a simple intake form that is kept on file. A staff 
member from Waterloo described the effect of 
such a process: ³:H�UHFHQWO\�KDG�D�YROXQWHHU�
FRPH�LQ�DQG�VKH�ZDV�SODFHG�LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�LQ�
RQH�ZHHN��:LWK�D�VLPSOH�H�PDLO�DQG�D�GURS�LQ�
DSSRLQWPHQW��VKH�ZDV�UHDG\�WR�JR�EHFDXVH�RI�
WKH�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�ZH�DOUHDG\�KDYH�LQ�SODFH�´�

• %H�ÀH[LEOH�DQG�NHHS�LW�VLPSOH��

the㐔
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Here are some tips on volunteer recognition.

• %XLOG�UHFRJQLWLRQ�LQWR�ZRUNSODQV� Develop a 
volunteer recognition strategy for each project or 
program and build it into the workplan or funding 
proposal. Otherwise, you may find yourself short 
of the time and money necessary to really make 
recognition happen.  

• 8VH�SHUVRQDO�FRQWDFW� The importance of the 
personal touch doesn’t stop once you’ve recruited 
your volunteers. A volunteer in Waterloo had this 
suggestion: ³,I�\RX�KDG�VRPHERG\�ZKR�FRXOG��������
PDNH�D�SHUVRQDO�SKRQH�FDOO�WR�HDFK�RQH�RI�WKH�
SHRSOH�������,W¶V�WKRVH�NLQGV�RI�SHUVRQDO�OLQNV�WKDW�
PDNH�SHRSOH�FRPH�EDFN�´�

• 7DS�LQWR�YROXQWHHUV¶�SDVVLRQ��Volunteers often get 
involved in a project because of a real sense of 
caring for the environment but decide to move 
on because they haven’t been given interesting, 
engaging tasks. Make an effort to find out about 
your volunteers’ motivations, and offer tasks and 
responsibilities that tap into their passion for the 
environment. As a staff member in Winnipeg 
noted:

³7KH\�KDYH�D�ORQJHU�OLIHVSDQ�RQ�WKHVH�
>SURMHFWV@�ZKHQ�WKH\�EHFRPH�LQYROYHG�
DQG�VWHZDUG�D�FUHHN��RU�WKH\�FDUH�DERXW�
D�IRUHVW�RU�VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKDW��7KH\�
KDYH�D�PXFK�ORQJHU�OLIHVSDQ�WKDQ�WKH�
DYHUDJH��UHJXODU�YROXQWHHU�EHFDXVH�RI�
WKH�SDVVLRQ�DQG�WKH�FDULQJ��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�
JRW�WKHP�WR�WKH�WDEOH�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH�´

• 6KRZ�SURJUHVV�DQG�FHOHEUDWH�VXFFHVV� We all 
feel more motivated when we can see that our 
efforts are contributing to success. Try to come 
up with recognition strategies that demonstrate 
and celebrate tangible progress. This may include 
using ‘before’ and ‘after’ photographs of your 
site, celebrating volunteers’ achievements in 
the local paper, or following up with volunteers 
in subsequent seasons to show them how the 
naturalization process is going.  

• .QRZ�\RXU�VXSHU�YROXQWHHUV��If you’ve been 
working in the voluntary sector for long, you may 
be familiar with this scenario, described by a 
volunteer leader in Winnipeg: ³7KHUH�ZLOO�DOZD\V��
EH�D�IHZ�NH\�SHRSOH�±�SUREDEO\�WZR��EXW�PD\EH�
WKUHH�±�WKDW�DUH�GRLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ��OLNH�����RI�WKH�
ZRUN��$QG�WKRVH�DUH�WKH�WZR�RU�WKUHH�WKDW�QHHG�WR�
EH�VXSSRUWHG�´ Those few super-volunteers –  
folks who consistently go above and beyond the 
call of duty – are particularly vulnerable to feelings 
of overwork, under-appreciation, and burnout. Try 
to be aware of who these people are, how much 
work they’re doing, and how you can recognize 
their efforts. One of the best ways of recognizing 
super-volunteers is to designate other volunteers 
as their support people. Not only does this lighten 
the super-volunteers’ load, but it can also serve to 
incubate future leaders and protect your project 
from foundering when the super-volunteers move 
on.

Evergreen
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If you’re already working with your municipality, talk 
to them about how they can help. Municipal staff 
are often in a better position to offer in-kind support 
than funding, but don’t assume that they’ll be able to 
deliver everything on your wish list. Here are some 
typical in-kind offerings from municipalities:

• Mulch • Use of city land

• Water trucks • Storage sheds

• Loaned shovels and 
tools

• Signage

• Building materials

• Seedlings • Gloves

• Printing and 
photocopying

•
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Measurable or quantitative indicators of success Experiential or qualitative indicators of success

The following are examples of measurable or 
quantitative measures of success:

• number of trees, shrubs, or wildflowers planted;

• number of kilometers of trail maintained;

• number of acres or square metres naturalized or 
protected;

• number of volunteers involved;

• number of park users, hikers on the trail, or 
gardeners;

• tonnes of garbage or number of bags of invasive 
species removed;

• number of phone inquiries about your work;

• how much money was saved; and

• number of new partnerships that resulted.

The following are examples of experiential or qualitative 
measures of success:

• Your program has become a model for the work of 
others.

•
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• &HOHEUDWH�VPDOO�YLFWRULHV� When you’re up against 
climate change, air pollution, or urban sprawl, a 
one-day tree-planting event or mulching bee can 
seem like a small contribution. But every small 
step brings you closer to your goal. By celebrating 
and documenting each small success, you show 
your supporters how your work fits into the big 
picture, and you demonstrate to volunteers how 
valuable their time and effort is. One volunteer 
offered this encouragement:

³:KHQ�VRPHWKLQJ�LV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�D�
VXFFHVV��WKH�VWHSV�WKDW�\RX�PDNH�DW�WKH�
EHJLQQLQJ�DUH�EDE\�VWHSV��DQG�ZKHQ�
\RX¶UH�DW�WKH�HQG��LW¶V�JLDQW�OHDSV��%RRI��,W�
>VXFFHVV@�SLOHV�RQ��%XW�\RX¶YH�JRW�WR�VHH�
WR�LW�WKDW�\RX�GR�WKH�EDE\�VWHSV�DQG�WKHQ�LW�
DOO�IDOOV�LQWR�SODFH��$QG�XVXDOO\�SHRSOH�JLYH�
XS�ZKHQ�WKH\¶UH�VWLOO�GRLQJ�EDE\�VWHSV�´
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The overarching goal of our research was to 
strengthen the ability of voluntary stewardship groups 
and municipal governments to work together to 
benefit the broader community. To that end, we posed 
the following research questions.

1. What types of municipal environmental volunteer 
and partnership programs and practices are 
in use in Canada’s large and mid-sized urban 
municipalities?

2. What level of satisfaction/benefit is experienced by 
volunteers and community partners engaged by 
municipal environmental volunteer programs?

3. What are the principal limiting and enabling factors 
affecting the success of municipal environmental 
volunteer programs – from the perspectives of 
both municipalities and voluntary organizations?

4. What is the status and potential of knowledge-
sharing and networking among municipalities 
in the development of effective municipal 
environmental volunteer programs? 

We employed a three-step qualitative research 
process to address these questions. We carried 
out web-based�UHYLHZV of programs offered in key 
communities across the country (as described 
on their municipal websites). In three exemplary 
communities (Calgary AB, Waterloo ON, Winnipeg 
MB), we followed up with qualitative�TXHVWLRQQDLUHV�
about programs and people’s experiences of them. 
These questionnaires informed�IRFXV�JURXSV, which 
we carried out with volunteers and with staff in each 

community. Detailed information about each of these 
stages is provided below. 
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a foundation for questions in the focus groups. 
Questions about successes and challenges, key 
features of programs, and the nature of city-volunteer 
relationships were included. In some cases, municipal 
employees contacted their colleagues to gather 
complete information. 

Focus groups
We carried out two focus groups in each municipality, 
the first with municipal employees and the second 
with volunteers. Group size ranged from three to 
nine people, and participants were recruited through 
Evergreen and municipal networks and by the 
recommendations of questionnaire respondents. 
Participants were sent information about the focus 
group process and the purpose of the project in 
advance of the meeting. Each group met for about 
two hours. 

An interview guide was developed for the focus 
groups to ensure some standardization of the 
questions and topics covered in each. The guide 
used a modified standardized approach where the 
questions were organized into a funnel pattern, 
beginning with very broad questions and moving to 
more specific questions. In our case, broad topical 
questions (“How successful are your programs?”) 
were used more uniformly across the groups, 
while specific questions (“How do you measure the 
success of your programs?”) served as prompts for 
the conversation as necessary. We added additional 
specific questions to each set of focus groups based 
on the data from the questionnaires. In all cases, the 
interview guide served merely as a set of reminders 
for the facilitator. The conversation in the focus 
group was encouraged to be as casual and informal 
as possible, while still ensuring that all topics were 
covered and that all had a turn to speak.

Conversations in the focus groups were recorded 
when permission was granted to do so; extensive 
notes were taken when permission to record was 
not granted. In every focus group, the facilitator 
was accompanied by a volunteer or Evergreen staff 
member to help with note taking and other research 
tasks. The transcribed recordings formed the basis of 
the data for this manual. 

Data analysis
Data analysis was carried out by two people 
independently, for verification purposes. After each 
person had individually analyzed all of the transcripts, 
the coding was compared and themes were 
developed. These themes and key ideas formed the 
basis of this manual. 

Evergreen
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