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“Coming through is Brace, throws it in 
front … Maidens in front … scores! The 
Attack win the Ontario Hockey League 
championship!”

At 22,000 people, Owen Sound is the 
smallest market in the Ontario Hockey 
League; a proving ground for many 
young players on their way to the pros. 
I have the good fortune to be the City 
of Owen Sound’s Event Facilitator, and 
I knew as soon as I heard our team, the 
Owen Sound Attack, win its first provin-
cial title, that something big was about  
to happen.

This is the story of what took place 
over the next several hours, and the les-
sons learned that I hope may prove to be 
helpful to other event planners who find 
themselves in similar situations. When 
the excitement level is already high, you 
need to capitalize on it and give the 
people an opportunity to celebrate safely. 
When all the right ingredients are com-
bined, you can help create memories that 
will last a lifetime. 

INGREDIENTS:  
General Elements That Every 
“Instant Event” Requires

FOCUS OF EXCITEMENT. In this case, 
the focus is a winning hockey team. But 
the focus could be any athletic cham-
pionship victory, winning a bid for an 
international event like the Olympics, or 
any other significant accomplishment. 
The point is, there is something that all 
of the community is very excited about, 
and the invitation to celebrate the victory 
together will be enthusiastically received.

KEY ORGANIZER. This can be a profes-
sional event planner or a volunteer, self-
selected or appointed. Whoever it is, they 
need to be ready to jump into action and 
do whatever is required.

CHAIN OF COMMAND. The key orga-
nizer needs to know who calls the shots 
and go to the top of the command chain, 
starting with whoever they report to di-
rectly, and quickly drawing in the officials 
who can make command decisions, i.e. 
Mayor, City Manager or CAO, Chief of 
Police, etc.

COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY. If you 
haven’t had the chance to plan this out in 
advance, just make use of every medium 
available. In our case, this included text 
messages, Facebook messages, phone 
calls, email, and multiple radio stations. 
Tip: be positive! Once you have buy-in 
from the top, you have all you need to 
create the momentum for a successful 
event, so announce the time and location 
on all media as soon as you can, then fire 
on all cylinders to get everything ready in 
time!

RALLY VENUE. This may be obvious, as 
in the case of a winning sports team, or 
it may require some thought. Make sure 
you’re familiar with the venues in your 
town where a large rally may be held.

RECIPE
Here’s how we mixed all the ingredi-

ents together for a successful instant event 
this time in Owen Sound. 

First, a quick background summary to 
help you understand what all the excite-
ment was about. 

The final championship game was 
played in Mississauga, a city of 700,000 
people on the outskirts of Toronto, less 
than a 3 hour drive from Owen Sound. 
In spite of being situated in an urban 
area of over 3 million people, Missis-
sauga fans were in the minority at most of 
the final series games played in that city. 
Owen Sound Attack fans far outnumbered 
local fans, perhaps because in an urban 

environment with multiple professional 
teams, even a top-rated amateur team 
(Mississauga’s team, the Majors, were 
rated #3 in Canada) has trouble draw-
ing a crowd. In a lower population centre 
without any professional sports franchise, 
in Canada at least, amateur hockey seems 
like it’s the only game in town. Add to 
that these facts: the Attack (rated #9 in 
Canada) weren’t even expected by many 
at the start of the season to even enter 
the playoffs, let alone take it all the way; 
after over 20 years in Owen Sound, the 
franchise had yet to win the OHL cham-
pionship; Owen Sound fans were instru-
mental in keeping the team alive after it 
was almost sold to another market eleven 
years ago; and most home games in the 
playoffs were virtually sold out . . . you 
get a picture of how enthusiastic Attack 
fans are. (This unlikely scenario of small 
town fans dominating in a big city market 
became a national news story that week.)

The success of our homecoming parade 
and rally were made possible by the 
“ingredients” described at the top of this 
article, as well as the Attack’s incredible 
fan base, and a little bit of serendipity. 
The final game was not played on home 
ice, but on a warm spring afternoon a 
relatively short distance away. So even as 
fans returned home in the early evening, 
they knew the team would be returning on 
its bus as well. If it had been a night game, 
or played a much greater distance away 
from Owen Sound, the victory celebration 
could not have happened on the same 
day as the game. Of course, if it had been 
the next day, we’d have had more time to 
plan the party, and I might have a few less 
grey hairs today! But, on the other hand, it 
might not have been as much fun.

IT’S ALL ABOUT TEAM WORK
Just like a master chef needs a team 

working together smoothly to prepare 

It	begins	with	a	moment	on	the	radio.	The	final	game	of	a	seven	game	
series,	after	several	hard-fought	series	to	reach	the	provincial	Junior	A	
Hockey	championship,	and	it	all	comes	down	to	this	moment:
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a fabulous gourmet meal for a large 
party, so does an instant event planner 
need a team of supporters and leaders 
that all focus together on the event, with 
determination and a common goal in 
mind. It could have been disastrous if 
egos or territorial concerns had gotten in 
the way. From the Mayor and Acting City 
Manager, Fire Chief and Chief of Police 
down the chain of command to the staff 
at the arena, everyone worked together in 
the certain knowledge that this needed 
to happen, it needed to be safe, and it 
needed to be a blast. And so it was!

If there were anything I would do dif-
ferently, I would have had an emcee lined 
up and a pre-approved budget to have a 
band playing in the arena itself while fans 
were waiting. Also, confetti guns, stream-
ers, balloons, etc. would have really 
added to the festive atmosphere. 

The most important lesson I learned 
from this experience is that sometimes, you 
have to roll with whatever’s happening and 
like a surfer on a super-sized wave, just get 
on top of the thing and ride it in. People in 
this situation, including numerous senior 
politicians and managers whom I report 
to, responded well to my no-nonsense atti-
tude. Someone needs to be in charge of an 
instant event and be empowered to make 
on-the-spot decisions.

You may be thinking, “Why not work 
out the details in advance and simply roll 
out the pre-planned victory party once 
the goal is scored and the word is given?” 
Well, sports fans are a superstitious lot, 
and before the final game, any talk of 
planning a victory party was quashed be-
cause we didn’t want to “jinx” the team. 
The last thing you want to do, when 
your team’s at such a critical moment, is 
distract them with anything beyond their 
immediate target - winning the champi-
onship. So all you can do is keep your 
head in the game, keep your schedule 
clear of any unbreakable commitments, 
and be ready to roll into action when the 
announcer says, “They win!”

3:30	PM	 The	winning	goal	is	scored.

4:00	PM	 I’m	at	home,	checking	Facebook;	the	“buzz”	is	growing.	Peo-
ple	are	asking	each	other,	“Is	there	going	to	be	a	parade?”

4:15	PM	 I	receive	a	phone	call	from	a	random	stranger,	who	has	
looked	my	name	up	in	the	phone	book,	also	asking		
about	a	parade.

4:20	PM	 I	send	a	text	message	to	my	manager,	Pam	Coulter,	the	
City’s	Director	of	Community	Services,	who	is	in	Missis-
sauga	at	the	game.	Are	we	going	to	do	anything?	She	
starts	making	inquiries.

4:25	PM	 I	call	the	Bayshore	Community	Centre,	the	team’s	home	
arena	in	Owen	Sound,	and	find	out	that	it’s	available		
that	evening.

4:26	PM	 I	call	and	talk	with	the	City’s	Facilities	Manager,	Craig	
Ruppenthal,	who	is	also	at	the	game	in	Mississauga.	He	
agrees	that	the	City	should	host	a	party	at	the	Bayshore.

4:30	PM	 Pam	calls	me	back	and	confirms	that	the	team	is	coming	
back	to	Owen	Sound	that	evening	and	is	open	to	having	
a	victory	party.	She	asks	me	to	contact	the	Mayor,	Deb	
Haswell,	and	the	Acting	City	Manager	Glen	Henry,	and	
start	putting	the	pieces	together.	

5:00	pm	 The	Mayor	has	talked	with	the	Chief	of	Police	and	the	Fire	
Chief,	and	they	are	organizing	parade	escort	vehicles.

5:30	pm	 Via	email	and	on	Facebook,	all	of	the	local	radio	stations	
have	been	alerted:	fans	are	invited	to	meet	the	team	bus	
when	it	arrives	in	town	at	approximately	8:30	p.m.,	and	
the	parade	will	go	from	the	City’s	entrance	through	down-
town	Owen	Sound	to	the	Bayshore	Arena.

5:45	pm	 We	want	to	have	music	playing	in	the	lobby	as	fans	arrive,	
knowing	they	will	likely	start	arriving	early	and	be	waiting	
quite	a	while	before	the	parade	arrives.	I	opt	for	a	guy	
with	an	iPod	hooked	into	a	900-watt	PA	system.	Hey,	
whatever	works!

6:00	pm	 Text	from	Pam:	the	team	is	still	in	Mississauga,	not	
expected	to	leave	until	6:30	at	the	earliest.	Getting	the	
word	out	via	Facebook	and	email	again:	team	arrival	
expected	to	be	a	little	later	than	planned.

6:30	pm	 As	I	know	others	are	mobilizing	logistical	aspects	of	the	
coming	event,	I	focus	on	getting	the	word	out,	posting	
all	over	Facebook	and	making	sure	the	radio	stations	are	
kept	up	to	date.	

7:00	pm	 I’m	on	my	way	through	town	to	the	Bayshore.	People	are	
already	starting	to	line	the	streets,	and	there’s	a	festive	atmo-
sphere	starting	to	build.	At	the	Bayshore,	even	though	the	

TIMELINE	TO	A	
VICTORY	RALLY	

(times	approximate)

From	a	background	in	theatre	pro-
duction	and	administration,	Doug	
Cleverley	branched	into	event	coor-
dination	when	he	moved	to	Owen	
Sound,	Ontario,	in	the	late	1990s.	
Since	2002	he	has	worked	for	the	
City	of	Owen	Sound	as	Event	Facili-
tator,	producing	events	with	budgets	
ranging	from	$3,000	to	$500,000.	
He	is	a	member	of	IFEA	and	Festivals	
&	Events	Ontario,	and	recently	com-
pleted	his	CFEE	qualifications.

Phone:	519-376-4440	ext.	1251
Email:	dcleverley@owensound.ca	
Website:	www.owensound.ca
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team	isn’t	expected	to	arrive	there	for	another	
two	hours,	parking	lots	are	filling	up	and	there	
are	people	everywhere.

7:15	pm	 One	look	at	the	crowd	already	in	the	parking	lot,	
and	the	Mayor	determines	that	the	arena	lobby	
will	not	be	nearly	large	enough	–	the	arena	bowl	
must	be	the	venue.	The	arena	entrances	are	
opened	up	and	people	start	entering.	

7:30	pm	 As	the	PA	is	being	set	up,	the	operator	
informs	me	that	he	does	not	have	“We	are	
the	Champions”	by	Queen.	A	small	obstacle,	
but	what	would	a	victory	party	be	without	this	
song?	Quick	thinking	and	technology	brings	
the	song	to	me	via	a	third	party	source.

7:45	pm	 Bagpiper	arrives	and	starts	playing	by	the	en-
trance	to	the	parking	lot,	adding	to	the	festive	
feeling.	Bayshore	staff	are	putting	a	red	carpet	
and	podium	out	on	the	ice.

8:00	pm	 I	start	making	announcements	over	the	PA	
as	fans	arrive,	letting	them	know	when	we	
expect	to	get	started	and	encouraging	them	
to	find	seats.	The	arena	is	open	but	there	is	no	
concession	stand,	no	entertainment	inside,	just	
a	big	room	full	of	excited	people.	The	team	is	
making	progress	towards	Owen	Sound,	how-
ever	its	journey	is	somewhat	delayed	as	the	
bus	stops	to	allow	the	players	to	acknowledge	
fans	who	are	waiting	along	the	highway,	waving	
signs	in	support	of	the	team,	starting	more	than	
half	an	hour	away	from	the	edge	of	town.

8:15	pm	 Many	people	are	arriving	now	who	were	at	the	
game	in	Mississauga.	Someone	gets	me	the	cord-
less	microphone	from	the	arena,	and	I	quickly	put	

together	the	agenda	for	speeches	with	input	from	
the	Mayor,	my	manager	and	others.	

8:45	pm	 Team	bus	arrives	at	edge	of	town	greeted	
by	hundreds	of	placard-waving	fans.	The	
front	of	the	bus	is	weighed	down	with	the	
players	bunched	together,	taking	pictures	of	
the	crowds	as	the	bus	slowly	makes	its	way	
through	town	streets	lined	with	fans.	A	couple	
of	players	have	gotten	out	and	are	riding	at	the	
head	of	the	parade	in	an	open	convertible	with	
the	championship	cup	and	the	team	mascot.

9:30	pm	 The	bus	arrives	at	the	arena.	Guarded	from	over-
zealous	fans	by	a	couple	of	police	officers,	the	
team	piles	off	its	bus	and	the	players	marshal	in	
their	dressing	room.	There	was	little	time	to	hire	
an	emcee	so	the	duty	falls	on	me.	I	arrange	to	
borrow	an	Attack	jersey	from	the	team.

9:40	pm	 There	are	close	to	3,000	people	in	the	arena.	
The	bagpiper	leads	the	team	onto	the	ice,	
and	is	completely	drowned	out	by	the	roars	
from	the	crowd.	I	find	myself	far	outside	of	my	
comfort	zone.	I	prefer	to	have	others	emcee	
our	events	but	under	the	circumstances	I	bite	
the	bullet	and	lead	the	“Go	Attack	Go”	chant,	
which	goes	on	for	several	minutes.	The	At-
tack’s	radio	broadcast	team	are	in	their	booth	
and	they	play	broadcaster	Fred	Wallace’s	call	
of	the	winning	goal,	and	the	crowd	roars	its	ap-
proval.	The	moment	is	so	sweet.	Next,	we	hear	
remarks	from	the	provincial	representative,	
Mayor,	coach	and	select	players.	I	step	back	
at	this	point	and	stay	out	of	the	spotlight.	The	
players	deserve	all	the	fanfare	and	applause.	
I’m	happy	to	have	played	a	key	part	in	making	
this	“instant	event”	happen.
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