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Category #44 - Best Volunteer Program 

 
1. Overview Information 

 
a) Introduction and background of main event 

 
The Servus Heritage Festival is a 3 day annual event where 60 pavilions representing over 85 
cultures from all over the world are setup throughout Hawrelak Park in downtown Edmonton,  
Canada. This Festival is an annual tradition since 1974 and is a celebration of the many cultures 
of Canada. 

 
The Festival initially began as a multicultural concert held in Fort Edmonton Park to celebrate 
Heritage Day, an annual holiday instituted that year by the Government of Alberta, to recognize 
the cultural heritage of the province.  Two years later eleven ethno-cultural communities 
banded together in Hawrelak Park for a display of their cultures’ traditional cuisine, 
entertainment, interpretive materials, and crafts, and from here an August long weekend 
institution emerged. 
 
More than 35 year later the Festival has grown from a one-day event into a three-day 
celebration of cultural diversity with pavilions ranging from Aboriginal to Welsh, and all points 
between. 
 
Attendance at the Edmonton Heritage Festival has, with a few weather-related exceptions, 
climbed steadily over the years, culminating in a record 380,000–410,000 people in attendance 
during the 2013 edition (estimated). 

The Edmonton Heritage Festival is specifically designed to be a family-friendly, alcohol-free 
event, in which each pavilion is able to independently offer a sampling of their unique foods, 
entertainment, arts and crafts, and customs. There is no cost to attend the Festival, but people 
are asked to bring non-perishable food items when they attend.  The Festival has become the 
single largest annual food drive for Edmonton’s Food Bank; collecting approximately 50,000 
kilograms of food each year. 

These pavilions are created and staffed by volunteers from individual nonprofit cultural 
organizations who plan their involvement at least a year in advance.  Each pavilion features 
culinary ethnic food, creative performances, crafts, artwork, and clothing, and the opportunity 
to chat with people eager to share their stories about their cultural roots and their present-day 
communities in Canada. 
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b) Description and purpose / objective of the Volunteer Program 
 
More than 750 volunteers are required by the Festival Association to stage the event, and in 
addition to these, more than 1300 volunteers are also enlisted by the 60 nonprofit cultural 
societies.  The volunteer Program is crucial to the success of our event.  Our objective is to have 
a stable, returning volunteer base and to ensure that each volunteer has an enjoyable 
experience.  It is also critical that our volunteers feel important and valued. 
 
 

c) Target Audience / attendance / number of participants 
 

In 2013 the Edmonton Heritage Festival had an estimated attendance of 380,000 which is 
equivalent to approximately 1/3 of Metro Edmonton’s 1.2 million population.    
 

d) Duration of the program and years program has been part of the event. 

 
The volunteer program has been part of the Festival since its inception.  The volunteers are 
recruited throughout the year, and their shifts begin the day the Festival starts (first weekend in 
August) 
 

e) Volunteer demographics (age, gender, individuals, charities, schools etc) 
 

Our volunteers cover a wide demographic span.  In terms of age, they range from 13 years old  
(with parent/guardian present) to 80! There is a fairly equal split between male and female with 
perhaps a slight edge towards female.  We try very hard to keep our volunteers happy, and are 
fortunate to have a 75-80% retention rate year-to-year.  Our volunteers are a cross section of 
the ethnic community in Edmonton 
 
In 2013 there were 11 nonprofit charities who provided volunteers in Food Ticket Sales and the 
Count Room - these also represented a cross section of the communities of Edmonton and 
included the Lions, churches, Filipino Groups, high school clubs, and University Students’ 
Associations.   In 2013 there were 433 individual volunteers, and 195 who volunteered as a 
member of a nonprofit group.   
 

f) Volunteer job descriptions 
 
ADMINISTRATION / REGISTRATION:  

 provide a central information area for the public and pavilion personnel; site 
communications, and lost and found.  

 help fellow volunteers in registering for their shifts.  

 distribute volunteer t-shirts & hats  

 answer questions from the public and volunteers  

 record lost and found items  
 
 
AMPHITHEATRE ATTENDANT: 
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 assist with the presentation of shows and receptions held at that venue including stage 
set up/tear down for the various attractions  

 venue clean up after each show and insure garbage is bagged and set out for grounds 
crew to pick up  

 answer questions from festival visitors  

 greet patrons and assist the elderly/infirm with seating if necessary  

 gate and green room security  
 
 
COUNT ROOM TELLERS:  

 count cash from food ticket booths in locked, safe and efficient site for cash handling (a 
police officer is in attendance at the count room at all times). volunteers must be at 
least 18 years of age to work in this venue. 

 balance cash to food tickets sales sheets  

 prepare and distribute of cash and ticket floats for food ticket booth vendors  

 control distribution and inventory of food tickets  
 
 
KIDZWORLD AIDES: 

 assist children in the various programs and keep the area clear of debris and the site 
safe for the children visiting.  

 distribute painting supplies  

 prepare craft supplies (cutting paper, etc)  

 face painting (a workshop will be held in july or at the volunteer bbq prior to festival to 
teach face painting to those volunteers wishing to participate in this activity)  

 assist children with craft projects and children’s games  

 monitor inflatables  
 
  
FOOD TICKET SELLERS  

 sell food tickets from one of the on-site food ticket stations  

 be knowledgeable in counting money and giving appropriate change  

 deal with the public in a professional and courteous manner  

 volunteers must be over the age of 16 years and must attend a training program prior to 
the festival for this venue 

 
HOSPITALITY  

 provide meal services for our working volunteers and service providers. here is where 
volunteers’ meals are prepared and served, t-shirts distributed, complaints heard and 
information is dispensed. we serve lunch and dinner, and snacks and beverages are 
available to volunteers all day. 

  volunteers working with food preparation must have excellent personal hygiene.  

 assist with meal preparation. this consists of cutting up fruit and vegetables, barbecuing 
hamburgers and hot dogs, preparing other meals as needed, fill condiment containers, 
stock dishes and cutlery  

 insure snacks are available all day  

 keep volunteer rest area neat and tidy  
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 ensure all food is put away, perishables refrigerated, etc. at the end of each day.  

  wash cooking utensils  
 
INFORMATION KIOSKS  

 kiosks provide an outlet for festival visitors and pavilion personnel to go for information 
on events, services, schedules, administration, etc.  

 answer questions from the public and be aware of how to contact the various services 
required by the public and cultural pavilions (information kiosks are supplied with 
enlarged site maps which clearly show the location of events and services, list of 
frequently asked questions, schedule of festival events and amphitheatre performances, 
a manual listing festival events, site locations, etc.) 

 receive and register complaints/compliments (binder provided)  

 receive and record lost/found  
 
MARKETING 

 assist marketing manager with media coordination on site  

 setup on-site posters and signage 
 
TRANSPORTATION CREW  

 keep food ticket booths stocked with tickets  

 transport personnel  

 pick up/drop off food ticket sellers when they are carrying tickets/cash  

 volunteers in this position must be over the age of 18 years, have a clean, valid alberta 
drivers licence and an edmonton heritage festival volunteer for at least 5 consecutive 
years. 

 
 

 
 

g) Recruitment methods / materials / applications 
 
Volunteers are recruited throughout the year on our Facebook page and with Twitter and other 
social media, as well as by word of mouth. Four months prior to the event, partnering radio 
stations air public service announcements which advertise that volunteer opportunities are 
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available.  Two months before the Festival, appearances are made on local television station 
morning shows again further promoting the need for volunteers.  
 
Four months before the event, reminder notices to schedule shifts are mailed out to returning 
volunteers, who are also encouraged to bring a friend of family member along with them.  They 
are requested to mail in or phone in their schedule requests.  
 
Two weeks before the Festival all volunteers also receive a reminder notice sent out in the mail 
that contains their confirmed shifts and times as well as the date and time for the Orientation 
BBQ. 
 

h) Communication methods / materials 
 

The primary communication with the volunteers is by mail. All previous volunteers are sent a 
spring newsletter along with the current year’s application form, and they also receive a 
newsletter in the fall along with their completion volunteer certificate. One month prior to the 
event, they are sent a copy of their confirmed schedule. There is a volunteer section on our web 
site where information and the application form are available.   
 

i) Training guides / program / handbooks / materials 
 

The Volunteer Coordinator is responsible for recruiting and training our volunteer base.  Each 
volunteer category has a supervisor, who then trains and monitors their assigned volunteers. 
The supervisors are chosen for their commitment to the Festival, and their previous aptitude 
and reliability as volunteers.  Potential supervisors are assigned to shadow an experienced 
Supervisor for at least one Festival, and they have usually been involved with our event for 
several years before. 
 
 A Volunteer BBQ takes place two days before the event (the meal is cooked by the Board of 
Directors as a thank-you to the volunteers), and all volunteers are requested to attend.  Along 
with the meal, this is an orientation evening.  Volunteers break into groups and are given 
instruction for their shift and their duties by their supervisor.   
 
Procedures for the Count Room, Food Ticket Sellers and Drivers are maintained and posted in 
the appropriate area on site during the event. 
 

j) Organization and schedule information / materials 
 
We maintain a Yearly Excel Database with volunteer names, address, phone and email (where 
available) along with pertinent personal medical information.  We also maintain a Workbook for 
all the departments and shifts and the supervisors are provided with a copy of this information. 
 
An Excel spreadsheet with each volunteers name and their shift for each day is laminated and 
posted on-site so if someone forgets their shift, or time, etc. they can find out that information.  
 
All scheduled volunteers are sent a shift reminder and BBQ/Orientation reminder 2 weeks prior 
to Festival so that their shifts will be fresh in their mind. 
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k) Volunteer perks / benefits 

 

As part of their time commitment, all volunteers receive a promotional hat, t-shirt, all meals 
while on shift, bus passes to the event site, and entry into door-prize draws for products from 
sponsors. These are given out during the Volunteer Orientation BBQ which takes place the 
Thursday evening before the event. Members from the Board of Directors take turns flipping 
hamburgers and mingling with the volunteers.  
 
Our volunteers also receive a Certificate of Recognition and, if they are enrolled in post-
secondary education, they have the opportunity to win one of 40 Sponsor-provided scholarships 
(20 available to administration volunteers and 20 to pavilion volunteers).  These are selected 
from over 400 applicants by a draw from which takes place a few weeks following the event. 
 

l) Appreciation / recognition methods/materials 
 

We host a Volunteer Recognition Party for people who have volunteered for 10 or more years. 
This takes place 3 months after the Festival and every volunteer in attendance receives a 
sponsor-donated gift. The “Josef Messmer Volunteer of the Year Award” is presented at this 
party, and the recipient’s name goes onto a permanent plaque which hangs prominently in the 
Association Office. 
 
It’s very important to us that all our volunteers are treated with respect, courtesy and 
appreciation, and we are proud of our retention record. 
 

m) Retention methods / materials 
 

Treating a volunteer with respect, courtesy and appreciation along with feeding them excellent 
meals has helped us tremendously in retaining volunteers. In addition to the perks and 
appreciation mentioned above, it is very seldom that we will turn down a volunteer.  When 
people offer their time, it is our policy to “never say no” because if their offer is turned down 
they will probably never offer again, plus they will tell their friends and so on. 
 
We sometimes get groups of overseas students registered in universities and in “English as a 
Second Language programs” (ESL) who volunteer for us.  We have several positions where they 
can practice their English while contributing to the Festival.  Plus their language is a benefit to us 
as we have numerous nationalities who both participate and attend the Festival and this 
cooperation is part of the entire theme and purpose of our event. 
 
We make a point to value each volunteer.  We don’t ever think of them as “free labour”.  
Rather, we want them to feel part of our family and that they are each key to the success of the 
Festival. 
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n) Description of sponsor / charity / volunteer / school / other group involvement with 
program and benefits to each if applicable 
 

Our group volunteer program is key to our Festival.  Each group provides 15 volunteers to work 
a 5 hour shift and their group – be it a nonprofit association, church, student league and so on, 
will receive $500 honorarium for their organization.  One particular group uses their honorarium 
to fund an inner-city Youth Lunch and Breakfast Program, year-round.  
 
We have had the good fortune of having many foreign students wanting to volunteer, to be a 
part of something unique while they are studying here in Edmonton.  The Festival allows them 
to interact with our community by teaching children in KidzWorld how to make children's crafts 
from their home country, increasing fluency in their language so they can assist Festival guests 
in the Info Kiosks, and learning how to make Canadian food in the Hospitality area which feeds 
all our volunteers. 
 
We provide approximately 70 volunteers per day for one of our major sponsor pavilions, which 
is Edmonton International Airport’s Kidzworld.  Our volunteers also staff the Putting Challenge 
(12 volunteers per day ) which is sponsored by a car dealership. 
 
In 2013 there were 433 individuals, and 195 volunteers from numerous non-profit groups who 
are eligible for a 500 honorarium for every 5 hour shift worked by 15 people.  During the three 
day event there are over 800 volunteer shifts.   
 
Volunteers are also enlisted by the 60 non-profit cultural societies who are part of the Festival. 
They serve as Food Preparers, Beverage Servers, Food Servers, Craft  Vendors, Stage Emcees and 
Relief Volunteers.  When these 1300 volunteers are added to the Festival Association numbers, 
more than 2000 volunteers come together to  stage the largest multicultural festival of its kind 
in the world.  

o) Overall revenue/expense budget of program 
 
 Volunteer t-shirts and hats $5,000.00 
 Hospitality - food 11,000.00 
 Appreciation party 6,500.00 
      Total: 22,500.00 
 
 

p) Overall effectiveness / success of program 
 

Our program has been extremely effective and successful.  The number of volunteers increases 
each year and we have a 75-80% retention rate. 
 
 

q) Measurable results: ration of volunteers to guests; # of volunteers’ # of volunteer 
hours, # of volunteers in database; estimate of the financial value of your 
volunteers.  
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The ratio of volunteers to guests is approximately 578 : 1.    In 2013 we had approximately 380 
individual volunteers covering approximately 830 shifts.  This totals about 4,170 volunteer 
hours.  Our group volunteers totaled 180 people (12 groups) covering 22 shifts for a total of 330 
volunteer hours. Our total volunteer hours is therefore 4500 (approx). 
  
If we base the financial value calculation of the volunteers by using the minimum wage in 
Alberta, the amount comes to $42,975. But really, to the Festival, their financial value is 
priceless. 
 
 
2. Supporting Questions: 
 
What did you do to update/change this program from the year before? Were the 
updates/changes successful? 
 
Apart from adjusting some of the shifts and the numbers of volunteers required for a particular 
area, we made very little change to the program from the year before. 
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3.  Supporting Materials 
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Dear Wendy, 

It's Cathy Shi - I used to work for the English Language Program 

of the University of Alberta. Remember me?  

Wendy, I recently started working as an ESL instructor for the 

Metro Continuing Education of Edmonton Public Schools. I want 

to encourage my students to apply for the upcoming Heritage 

Festival's volunteer work. Are you still recruiting? There are 18 

students (adult immigrants, intermediate English level) in my 

class. I've asked the manager for permission; she strongly 

supports this idea. I told her a little bit of the exciting 

collaboration experience I had with you in 2012, and she looked 

quite impressed. Wendy, that experience has become one of my 

fondest memories.  

I still remember what you said: don't become a stranger, so here I 

am now :)   

Please let me know if they can apply; if so, what positions you 

would recommend them to apply for. In addition, can you give 

each of them a certificate? 

Thanks so much! 

Cathy 


