
Canadian Urban Winter 
Festivals Coalition

In 2005, Jean Pelletier, General Man-
ager of Québec Winter Carnaval/Carnaval 
de Québec, invited three other winter 
festivals in eastern Canada to a meeting 
to share information about accomplish-
ments, success stories, challenges, and 
possible ways of collaboration. Ottawa’s 
Winterlude/Bal de Neige celebrations, 
MONTREAL HIGH LIGHTS Festival/Fes-
tival MONTRÉAL EN LUMIÈRE, and 
Toronto’s WinterCity festival participated 
in the inaugural discussions, with Win-
nipeg, Manitoba’s Festival du Voyageur 
invited to join the group in 2007, the 
group’s only member from the Canadian 
prairies. 

Historically, because the dates of the 
five festivals all clustered around late 
January/early February, these urban 
celebrations shared many of the same 
challenges common to outdoor winter 
events, including the challenge of bad 
weather, which usually meant too warm, 
rather than too cold. Today, some six 
years later, the Canadian coalition is one 

of the pioneers of the “sister festival” 
concept and offers a concrete model of 
how to get started.

“Solidarity to Counter 
Hibernation”

The slogan “solidarity to counter 
hibernation” best describes the ways in 
which this coalition changes perceptions, 
according to Guy Laflamme, Senior Vice-
President, Capital Experience, Communi-
cations and Marketing for Canada’s Na-
tional Capital Commission. It addresses 
the issue not only of Canada as being 
inhospitable during this time of year, 
but of the five festivals being in competi-
tion—an erroneous perception, he says, 
initiated by the media in hopes of a story. 
Coalition benefits include marketing, 
media relations, and visitor experiences.

 
How it Works

Initially, the group decided to focus on 
one target each year, such as cross-promo-
tion, volunteer exchange, and artists’ ex-
change via a program managers’ meeting. 
All the festivals shared similar themes 

(frozen Canadian winter) and could ben-
efit from pro-rating certain expenses and 
pooling knowledge. Accomplishments to 
date include:

Cross Promotion and PR
The coalition annually develops a joint 
promotional piece highlighting each of 
the coalition members’ events and dis-
tributes this throughout each member’s 
market area.

“Le Festival du Voyageur’s partner-
ship in the Canadian Winter Festivals 
Coalition has been important for us,” 
says Ginette Lavack Walters, Executive 
Director of the festival, “in that there 
is very open dialogue and knowledge 
sharing… We also benefit from cross-
promotion – we advertise in each oth-
er’s guides and/or websites. Rather than 
view each other as competition, we see 
an opportunity for collaboration and 
co-opetition. We are not competing with 
each other but cooperating and work-
ing collectively towards providing new, 
better, and exciting winter program-
ming from coast to coast.”
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Canadians	Have	a	Well-kept	Secret:	

COLD	IS	COOL
Minus	six	Celsius	(21F)	is	hardly		
a	convincing	motivation	to		
celebrate	outdoors,	but		
more	than	a	million	visitors		
to	Canada’s	Capital	Region		
annually	challenge	that	prejudice	
every	February.	Cold	IS	Cool,	and	
Ottawa’s	Winterlude	celebrations	
are	just	the	tip	of	the	iceberg,		
so	to	speak.	Another	four	urban	
winter	festivals	from	the	provinces	of	Manitoba,	Ontario,	and		
Québec	ensure	Canada’s	position	as	a	top	winter	tourism	destination.
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Jean Pelletier of Québec Winter 
Carnaval agrees. “The first step is that 
you must be open-minded. The group 
must believe they can help each other, 
while still recognizing that there is a 
certain degree of competition. Compe-
tition is healthy,” he says, “but it is the 
combination of competition and co-
operation that creates this new energy, 
co-opetition.”

The coalition has a particularly 
strong commitment to helping each 
other in times of crisis. When the 
weather was too warm for Ottawa’s 
Winterlude in 2007, Québec City’s 
Carnaval helped with public relations, 
letting representatives of Winterlude 
walk in their parade and giving them 
a booth during Carnaval for displaying 
promotional materials.

In return, when an international 
newspaper published an unflattering 
article about Québec Winter Carnaval, 
Winterlude helped improve the public 
relations and set the record straight. 
Toronto’s WinterCity festival invited 
Québec Carnaval’s mascot “Bonhomme” 
to make a guest appearance during the 
festival—a striking visual presence, to 
say the least.

 In 2011, the coalition will collec-
tively seek potential in-kind support 
from the Canadian Tourism Commis-
sion (CTC), working with Greg Klassen, 
VP of CTC Marketing, for online joint 
promotion. The collaborative effort 
proposes to produce video footage 
on all winter events so the Tourism 
Commission could sell an itinerary to 
prospective foreign visitors.

Volunteer Exchange/ Staff Exchange
Whether paid staff or volunteer, 
the exchange of personnel between 
festivals can offer enhanced learning 
opportunities as well as a subtle way 
of rewarding hard-working people.
Ottawa’s Guy Laflamme contacted 
Michel Labrecque, then director of 
Festival MONTRÉAL EN LUMIÈRE, to 
arrange a joint staff meeting between 
the two festivals. Montreal had a well-
established reputation for its culinary 
events, and Ottawa was hoping to de-
velop a “Taste of Winterlude” compo-
nent. The visit, according to Laflamme, 
gave Ottawa three to four years of 
what would have been trial and error 
learning in two hours. The results this 
year were spectacular: a Winterlude 

2.
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opening night dinner featuring Master 
Chef Michael Smith’s interpretation of 
Canadian maritime seafood, held in 
the architecturally magnificent Musée 
canadien des civilisations / Canadian 
Museum of Civilization.
These efforts are not one-sided. Qué-
bec Winter Carnaval hosted Chile one 
year as a visiting country. When Chile 
reciprocated with its own invitation, 
Pelletier checked out the gastronomy 
in Chile for Montreal’s Labrecque, 
compiling a report listing restaurants, 
chefs, and contact information. This 
resulted in Montreal’s inviting Chile 
as an official guest in 2008.
All five festivals invite each other’s 
directors and appropriate board or 
political/tourism representatives 

•

•
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Carnaval de Québec 
Jan.	28-Feb.	13,	2011	
(Jan.	27-Feb.	12,	2012)
International	ice	carving	competition,		
canoe	races,	carnaval	parade,	ice	palace.
«	Bonhomme	»	is	a	traveling	ambassador	
to	other	coalition	festivals.
Jean Pelletier, General Manager
T:	+1	(418)626-3716	x	243		
F:	+1	(418)626-7252
www.	carnaval.qc.ca
Jean.Pelletier@carnaval.qc.ca

Bal de Neige/Winterlude, 
Ottawa-Gatineau 
Feb.	4-21,	2011	
(Feb.	3-20,	2012)
Rideau	Canal	Skateway,	the	world’s	
largest	skating	rink.	Ice	carvings,	snow	
sculptures,	snow	slides,	winter	sports,	
arts	and	culture,	culinary	events,	science	
and	technology.
Guy Laflamme, Senior Vice-President, 
Capital Experience, Communications 
and Marketing 
National Capital Commission
T:	+1	(613)	23�	5474
F	:	+1	(613)	23�-5188
guy.laflamme@ncc-ccn.ca
www.canadascapital.gc.ca/winterlude	

WinterCity, Toronto  
Jan.	28-	Feb.	10,	2011		
(Jan.	27	-	Feb.	�,	2012:	Winterlicious;	
WOW	series	to	be	confirmed.)	
Typical	signature	events:	Wild	on	Winter	
(WOW!)	featuring	large	scale	spectacle	
performances,	the	Warm	Up	series	with	
producing	partners	across	the	city,	and	
Winterlicious	"prix	fixe"	fine	dining.	Ice	
sculpting,	skating	parties,	and	spectacu-
lar	aerial	acrobatics.	2011:	Nathan	Phil-
lips	Square	under	construction;	limited	
programming.	2012:	Select	signature	
events,	including	Winterlicious.
Julian Sleath, Programming Manager 
- Special Events Economic Develop-
ment & Culture
City	of	Toronto
T:	+1	(416)	3�5	024�
F:	+1	(416)	3�5	0278
	www.toronto.ca/special_events/

Festival MONTRÉAL EN LUMIÈRE / 
MONTREAL HIGH LIGHTS Festival 
Feb.17-27,	2011	
(Feb.	16-26,	2012)
One	of	the	largest	winter	festivals	in	the	
world.	Gourmet	dining,	superb	entertain-
ment,	White	Night/Nuit	Blanche,	and	
citywide	multimedia	illuminations.
Jacinthe Marleau, Executive Director
T:	+1	(514)	288-1424	x	5528
F:	+1	(514)	525-8033
Jacinthe.Marleau@equipespectra.ca

Festival du Voyageur
(Winnipeg, Manitoba)
Feb.18-27,	2011	
(Feb.	17-26,	2012)
Western	Canada’s	largest	winter	festival;	
celebrates	Canada’s	fur	trading	past	and	
unique	French	culture.	Snow	sculptures,	
snow	shoe	races,	world’s	largest	kitchen	
party.	
Ginette Lavack Walters, Executive 
Director
T:	+1	(204)237	76�2	x	236
F:	+1	(204)233-7576	
www.festivalvoyageur.mb.ca
glavack@festivalvoyageur.mb.ca

MEET THE SISTERS
Canadian	Urban	Winter	Festivals	Coalition
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to visit as VIPs. Seeing is believing, 
and it builds stronger ties.

Artists’ Exchange 
While block-booking international 
performers, chefs, and ice sculptors is an 
obvious benefit to Canadian coalition 
members, on a larger scale, developing a 
fluid relationship with embassies world-
wide is critically important. Any inter-
national exchanges require visas. In this 
respect, as Canada’s capital city, Ottawa 
is the logical place to develop these rela-
tionships, since virtually every country in 
the world maintains an embassy there.  

Knowledge Sharing 
Cold-weather construction and safety 
tips, resource-sharing regarding snow 
and ice sculptors, dog sledding how-
to’s, and eco-friendly ideas are all gen-
erously shared amongst the partners.

Future Initiatives
Improved methodology for  
conducting surveys
Over the years, traditional ways of 
estimating attendance have been inac-
curate. The Urban Winter Festivals 
Coalition hopes to develop a more ro-
bust methodology to do more reliable 
estimates across a multitude of sites on 
a multitude of days, working with IFEA. 
Ideally, one survey form could be de-
veloped for use by all five festivals, and 
possibly could be shared with other 
IFEA members at a future date.

Green Events
Carbon neutral events are of prime 
importance to the coalition, and 
particularly to the National Capital 
Commission in Ottawa, whose goal is 
to achieve this for all its events in the 
capital region by 2013. To be explored: 
the idea of certification as an eco-re-
sponsible event. “Greening” strategies 
are shared amongst coalition members, 
including using less voltage, encourag-
ing public transport, eliminating Sty-
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rofoam, and using recycled Christmas 
trees as outdoor décor, later converting 
them to woodchips to use as mulch.

Joint sponsorship initiatives 

“Block-booking” performers, sculp-
tors, artisans and pro-rating costs 

An International Winter Festivals 
Coalition
In 2010, Québec’s Pelletier went to Hwa-
cheon, Korea, and Harbin, China, both 
famous for their winter festivals. The 
three festival directors signed a Memo of 
Understanding to create the first major 
International Winter Festival Coalition 
based on the model of the Canadian 
Urban Winter Festivals Coalition. 

In January 2011, Hwacheon hosted 
the group’s first symposium, where 
Québec Winter Carnaval’s immediate 
past-president gave a presentation on 
the financial basis of Québec Carnaval. 
In turn, Pelletier invited a delegation 
from Hwacheon to be official guests 
as a featured country at Québec Winter 
Carnaval this past February 3-7. In 
December 2011, two representatives 
from Québec Winter Carnaval will make 
a research trip to Harbin, China, as 
guests of its Ice and Lantern Festival. 
Pelletier hopes to add Saporo, Japan, to 
the international coalition in 2011.

Sisters: Getting Started
Building a successful sister festival 

coalition requires two critical ingredients: 
patience and trust. Guy Laflamme says 
such an undertaking relies on relation-
ships of key individuals. “If we didn’t 
have a degree of trust and friendship,” 
he says, “it wouldn’t happen. We don’t 
hesitate to share statistics, sponsorship 
information, and other key areas of 
knowledge, but first, you must start with 
a micro-relationship.”

Thérèse St-Onge, President of IFEA 
Canada and formerly the NCC’s Senior 
Project Manager for Events and Celebra-

3.

4.

5.

tions, agrees. “Trust is the key word. Start 
by trying to host affinity groups, such as 
arts or sporting groups, at each festival. 
Do reciprocal promotion of each others’ 
festivals. Don’t be afraid to share your 
dreams and visions.”

Over a period of time, rather than the 
festivals’ copying each other, membership 
in the coalition has given them an oppor-
tunity to ensure they do different things 
and, at the same time, are linked together.

Each of the five coalition members 
appoints one representative to attend the 
annual coalition meeting, this year held 
April 18th in Montreal. The responsibility 
of hosting the meeting is rotated amongst 
the members on a five year cycle. Ideally, 
each coalition representative is the director 
of his respective festival, which contributes 
to the efficiency of these annual meetings 
and over time, builds the strong micro-re-
lationship recommended by Laflamme. 

“It’s important to be realistic,” says 
Laflamme, “so that participating in the 
coalition doesn’t become a burden. Our 
goal is to take ‘baby steps’ with simple, 
actionable items, and to share informa-
tion. From there, anything is possible in 
this sister festival relationship.”
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