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Name of Local Government: District of Elkford
Project/Program Title:
Local Government Awareness Week
Project Summary Paragraph

The District of Elkford participated in Local Government Awareness Week for the first time in May 2011 and we are excited about the outcome of the activities that took place. In celebration of Local Government Awareness Week, the District of Elkford Mayor, Council and Staff hosted an Open House in the local mall, as well as Colouring and Poster Contest for Elementary School Students and an Essay Contest for High School Students. 

The Open House attempted to go above and beyond a stereotypical meet and greet or information session, and instead incorporated displays from each department that were manned by members of Staff and Council. Several visual displays, including a full-scale water service display, power point presentations, photographs and other materials and supplies were included in the Open House as a way to engage citizens and provide them with concrete presentations of operations and processes. 
Project Analysis
1. INSPIRATION
One of the Guiding Principles identified by Council in the Official Community Plan, which was adopted in May 2010, was to nurture engaged citizens and increase two-way communications between the public and the District. The District has utilized various forms of media and technology to reach a broader portion of the population, but also felt that an event like Local Government Awareness Week would allow the public to engage directly with Council and Staff. The District hoped to increase awareness within the community about ongoing programs and projects, as well as allow Council and Staff to be more visible to members of the community.  
The District of Elkford is continuously looking for new ways to engage with its residents and Local Government Awareness Week was a fun and interactive way to achieve this goal. The District was inspired by other municipalities who had hosted similar events. 
2. GOALS

The overall and obvious goal of the project was to engage with citizens and to increase awareness and interest in local government. District Council and Staff wanted to educate our citizens about ongoing projects, the upcoming 2011 elections, and the day-to-day operations of the District. The Open House was held in the Elkford Mall, and Staff and Council were extremely pleased with the number of residents who stopped to look at the displays, ask questions and voice their opinions. Much discussion ensued regarding ongoing projects, such as the new Community Centre, and these types of direct conversations allowed Staff and Council to discuss any misperceptions and address citizen’s concerns. 
One of the target audiences of this project was the youth of the community, as the District felt it was important to help young people obtain a better understanding of how local governments operate. The District attempted to engage with the youth of the community by having a member of staff give presentations at the local schools on the roles and responsibilities of local government. Students were asked questions about the responsibilities of various departments, who the current members of Council were, and other issues pertaining to local government. Prizes were awarded to students who were able to answer the questions correctly and these informative sessions created a lot of enthusiasm amongst the students. Following the visits to the schools, students were presented with the opportunity to take part in a Colouring or Poster Contest (Elementary Students) and an Essay Contest (High School Students). The students were presented with a variety of topics related to the responsibilities and operations of local government and Elkford (i.e. “Why do you think local government is important?” or “I love Elkford because…”). Numerous submissions were received from the Elementary School; however, there was very little participation from the High School and the District has discussed taking a different approach to the project next near to increase participation levels. 
3. PARTICIPATION
a. The community was directly involved in Local Government Awareness Week because the District made a conscious effort to plan the event around the residents. The District chose the local mall as the location for the event because it is a central location that is frequented by most residents. Many youth of the community became directly involved by participating in the Poster and Essay Contests.
b. Teamwork was essential to this project, as all departments were required to work together to coordinate the event. Each department identified the main projects, issues and information that they wanted to showcase at the Open House and effectively communicated with other departments to ensure that there was minimal overlapping of information. Department Heads worked cooperatively with their staff to pinpoint important topics, common misperceptions held by the public and what the displays should consist of. Local Government Awareness Week definitely served as a platform from which the District was able to improve communication with members of the community, but it also served as a teambuilding exercise that allowed for separate departments to work together and obtain a better understanding of the organization as a whole. 
4. ECONOMIC IMPACT
The project had minimal impact on long-term economic development; however, a lot of information pertaining to economic development was readily available at the Open House (i.e. building permits, development permits and land use information).
5. ACCOUNTABILITY
The efforts made to engage with citizens and provide visual and concrete examples of District projects during the Open House made the District’s accountability to citizens more evident. The District has always strived to engage with its residents thorough our branding, website, advertizing, newsletter, social media and much more, and Local Government Awareness Week provided the District with yet another avenue to make Staff and Council more accessible to residents of the community. Having a physical presence and hosting a large scale event like L.G.A.W. places the people behind our local government in direct contact with the public, and this form of interaction resulted in great conversations and discussions between the two parties. Local Government Awareness Week has helped to not only make the District more accountable to its citizens, but also has helped us to continue to remove the barrier between “us” and “them”.
6. AWARENESS
The Open House incorporated every department within the District, as well as Council and an overview of our Community Centre project. Vehicles from both the Public Works and Fire Department were placed outside the mall and various displays were placed inside the mall. General information on building permits, business licenses, property taxes and other day-to-day operations were provided. The Public Works display included an interactive display of the workings of residential water services, a power point presentation on the seasonal duties of the department, and information on water conservation and bleeder line valves. The Leisure Services Department’s display included information on programs offered by the Recreation Centre and Aquatic Centre, as well as highlighting pool and outdoor safety. The Fire Rescue & Emergency Services Department provided information on Volunteer Fire Fighter Recruitment and the District’s Wildfire Fuel Reduction Program. A display was provided for Mayor and Council that emphasized the major projects that Council had embarked on during their term, and information on the 2011 Elections was also available. The display that received the most attention was on the Community Centre and many residents stopped to chat with Councilors and Staff about the plans for the Centre, their opinions on the project and what they would like to see in the future.  
Another aspect of the District of Elkford’s Local Government Awareness Week was the Colouring/Poster Contest for Elementary School students and the Essay Contest for High School Students. A member of staff went to the local Elementary and High School and gave brief presentations to students on the roles and responsibilities of local government and encouraged students to take part in the contests. The District received great submissions from our local youth, gave prizes to the top entries, and displayed all the entries at Local Government Awareness Week. 
7. INNOVATION
The District combined several different ideas to create a successful event.  The District gave away promotional items, integrated the student work into the open house, and promoted our current elected officials while promoting the 2011 elections.  The group was placed in a very centralized and accessible location, with equipment outside of the mall so that residents could get an up-close look.  We promoted our branding, showed displays of the new community centre, and tried our best to “bring the municipal office to the public” (i.e. fire permits, building permit, property tax info).  This allowed people to engage to staff and council interchangeably, and presented a unified and cohesive image to the community 
8. SUSTAINABILITY

Staff time and resources have been allocated for a similar project to occur again in 2012. A significant amount of brainstorming and debriefing took place after this year’s events to help identify pros and cons of the events. The District placed one staff member in charge of doing the overall planning for next year’s events. This person will coordinate with each department, set a theme, and coordinate the event.
9. BEST PRACTICES

Elkford’s project incorporated all aspects of district operations, and all levels of staff, from public works employees, to senior managers and Council.  The event included engagement with all members of the community, from seniors to youth.  By taking the Elkford message into the schools, it helped bring awareness of local government activities.
10. TRANSFERABILITY

The process that Elkford used could be essentially used by any local government that is willing to allocate the resources and time to organize these events.  The project took a bit of time to organize this first year, and the District will be able to build on it year after year.  As such, any local government that initiates a process of community engagement can build on it from year to year.
11. KNOWLEDGE SHARING

The best advice that we have to offer to other communities is that organization and cooperation are key to a successful event! Departments need to work together to create a unified and cohesive image, in order to provide a professional display to the public. Staff will need time to be able to organize an event of this nature, and will need to work together to ensure that all of the important projects and aspects of the organization are being addressed. 
12. TELL US MORE

Elkford is continually trying to engage the community.  Community engagement is a challenge in Elkford, due to the nature of the community.  Using new methods to engage the community is a great way to generate a the two-way communication stream.  

Organizing a community engagement event in conjunction with Local Government Awareness Week was a great new step for Elkford.
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