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Strong social policy not only builds healthy 
communities. It also fosters unique community 
initiatives that promote social justice and 
economic security. The success of these 
initiatives is often the result of the dedication 
of committed individuals. This series profiles 
‘real leaders’ in order to recognize their 
efforts and inspire others to make similar con 
tributions to economic and social well-being. 

 In this edition of real leaders, 
Francisco Rico-Martinez is working to make 
the lives of refugees easier by assisting them 
with the immigration process. Through his 
work with a Police Youth Centre, Claude 
Turgeon is showing teenagers that there is an 
alternative to the drug culture —  and his 
biggest successes are the teens who are now 
working with him in his mission. Frank and 
Kaja Westgarth help beautify their 
community and realize that the benefits go 
well beyond mere physical appeal. 

Francisco Rico-Martinez 

 When he came to Canada from El 
Salvador eight years ago, Francisco Rico-
Martinez had his family —  but little else. 
Today he is helping other refugees like 
himself by providing them with a place to 
stay, emotional and social support, and 
assistance with the legal process. 

 As a founding member of the FCJ   

 
Francisco Rico-Martinez poses in front of the FCJ 
Hamilton House, a shelter for refrgees in Toronto. 
(Photo by Jack Martin) 

Hamilton House in Toronto (FCJ is an 
acronym for the Faithful Companions of 
Jesus, the organization which sponsored the 
initiative), Francisco is driven by the plight 
of refugees who arrive in Canada with 
nothing but the clothes on their backs —  
only to face a complex legal system and 
immigration process. 

 “I will do whatever I can to help 
refugees, particularly women and their 
children who have suffered many kinds of 
abuse,” Francisco says. “Those who are 
fortunate enough never to have experienced 
persecution cannot imagine what it is like”
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  “Like many refugees, I fled my country 
be cause of death threats to my family,” says 
Francisco, who was an economist, law 
professor and human rights activist in El 
Salvador. “Because we left so quickly, we 
didn’t have time to prepare emotionally or 
physically. We arrived in Canada with 
nothing.” 

 Guided by the motto ‘Refugee Help in 
Refu gee Hands,’ the FCJ Hamilton House 
provides a range of services including two 
shelters (one house for mothers and children 
only), a single mothers’ support group, a 
protection program that assists refugees in 
moving through the legal process, and a public 
education and advocacy program. A quarterly 
newsletter, Refugee Update, is published and 
distributed throughout the community. 

 “I know how essential support is for 
refugees. I will never forget how open people 
were when we first arrived in Canada.” He 
continues: “Their encouragement was crucial. It 
made us feel welcome and it helped us find our 
place in our new country.” 

 Indeed, Francisco considers himself 
very fortunate. “Canadian authorities helped me 
leave my country and I came to Canada as a 
sponsored refugee. Within eight years of 
arriving here, I am pursuing my lifelong dream 

of helping to achieve justice and human rights 
for all. This is the wonder of Canada.” 

 After learning English and working in 
nearly 20 part-time and contract positions 
during his first three years in Canada, 
Francisco was hired as a paralegal worker 
with the Refugee Law Office of the Ontario 
Legal Aid Plan. 

 Jack Martin, the Director of the 
Refugee Law Office who hired Francisco, 
recalls how impressed he was during the 
interview: “Francisco’s lifelong commitment 
to help refugees came across very forcefully, 
as did his ability to empathize with them. As a 
paralegal, Francisco was responsible for the 
initial consultation with clients. He had a real 
ability to establish rapport and obtain their 
confidence because he knew what they were 
going through. He would share his 
experiences with them and advocate on their 
behalf.” 

 Jack believes that it was through work 
with the Refugee Law Office that Francisco 
realized the limits of services available to 
refugees. “His frustration grew when he saw 
the holes in the system and how some people 
were left behind. He knew refugees needed a 
more holistic service to help them deal with 
these complexities.” 

 

Children of refugees who have lived at the FCJ Hamilton House meet and socialize at their annual Christmas party. 
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 Francisco dreamed of starting a service 
to provide food, shelter, emotional support and 
legal counselling for refugees. And he was 
quick to accept the offer of a house by the 
Faithful Companions of Jesus as the physical 
base for his dream. Initially, Francisco and his 
wife set aside two bedrooms in the house to 
provide shelter for refugees. Refugees were 
invited to live and cook with the couple while 
working their way through the immigration 
process. 

 But as word spread about FCJ Hamilton 
House, the demand for services quickly 
exceeded capacity. Francisco had a wide 
network of contacts; it wasn’t long before he 
obtained another building from “Our Homes 
Association.” The NDP government in Ontario 
had developed a program through which the 
government renovated abandoned houses and 
donated them to voluntary organizations as 
shelters for the homeless. However, as funding 
for the program was cut back, staffing costs no 
longer were covered and many of the homes 
began to close. 

 FCJ Hamilton House was quick to take 
responsibility for the second house which 
Francisco and his wife, Loly, opened as a 
shelter for refugee women and their children. 
These refugees live together and lend each 
other physical and emotional support. The 
house can accommodate six women, some of 
whom are temporary residents staying up to 
five months. The other permanent residents 
help ensure the smooth running of the house 
and maintain the essential culture of nurturing 
and support. 

 But Francisco never lost sight of the 
bigger picture in his empathy for individuals. 
Ratna Omidvar of the Maytree Foundation 
(funder of FCJ Hamilton House educational 
programs) stresses Francisco’s effectiveness as 
an advocate and educator. “He is a real leader. 
He has a passion for speaking out for people 
who are denied justice. He understands what it 
means to be a refugee on an emotional and 

physical level and he understands what it 
means to find protection and safety for 
himself, his wife and his children.” 

 
Francisco and colleagues at a Canadian Council for 
Refugees Conference in Alberta. 

 Ratna continues: “In an amazingly 
short time, Francisco has not only learned 
about Canadian society, but he has learned 
about the weapons of institutional change.” 
She marvels: “I have watched him facilitate a 
group discussion about the laws and regu- 
lations that govern refugees’ lives. This is a 
very complex field, but he has a gift: He can 
disseminate his vast knowledge in a very 
coherent, nonthreatening way —  something 
that very few people can do.” 

 Francisco’s commitment to public 
education is evident through his involvement 
with the Refugee Update newsletter. As a 
member of the editorial board, he has written 
numerous articles and is involved in all 
aspects of the publication. Recently, when the 
Jesuit Centre for Social Faith and Justice (the 
newsletter’s publisher) closed, the publication 
became an orphan that Francisco was 
determined to save. 

 Ezat Mossallanejad, a counsellor at 
the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture 
and co-editor of Refugee Update, says: “At a 
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time when no one else could, or would, accept 
the task of publishing the newsletter, Francisco 
took on the responsibility together with other 
editors and persuaded the FCJ Hamilton House 
and the Canadian Council for Refugees to take 
over. Financial support was obtained from the 
Canadian Auto Workers and the Anglican 
Church to ensure the newsletter’s permanence.” 

 Ezat, who has known Francisco since 
his early days in Canada, met him when he was 
a volunteer with the Jesuit Centre for Social 
Faith and Justice. He describes Francisco as 
someone who is internally motivated. “He has a 
burning passion to help change people’s lives. 
When he came to Canada, he didn’t want to join 
the mainstream and work in business. He 
wanted to continue his commitment to human 
rights.” 

 Ezat marvels at Francisco’s abilities: “I 
am indebted to him personally for teaching me 
journalistic and computer skills and for all he 
has done for Refugee Update. But I am amazed 
at what he has given to other refugees. I have 
met people whom he has helped. He does so 
wholeheartedly and with a sense of humour. He 
has truly changed their lives.” 

 Always concerned about issues affecting 
refugees, Francisco joined the Canadian 
Council for Refugees (CCR), an umbrella 
organization of more than 140 Canadian 
nongovernmental organizations working on 
refugee issues, soon after he arrived in Canada. 
Janet Dench, Executive Director of CCR, 
recalls: “Francisco made his mark right at the 
beginning. He joined the nominating committee 
and, against all odds, found ways to attend 
meetings across the country. Francisco also has 
had a strong influence on policy at CCR and his 
recent election as President means he is able to 
take the organization in some exciting new 
directions.” 

 Janet continues: “This position, 
however, comes with high expectations and an 
enormous time commitment. The President is 

frequently consulted by government, the 
media, coalitions and advocacy groups and 
must be comfortable chairing large meetings 
and conferences, which is not always easy, 
par ticularly in a second language.” 

 Francisco knows that being the first 
President of CCR to have a refugee 
background means that he is being watched 
very closely. However, he considers his 
appointment to be a true validation of his per- 
sonal skills. “It is a symbol of Canada’s 
openness that I was elected President. 
Nowhere else do you see someone with a 
refugee background representing his or her 
new country at international United Nations 
meetings!” He continues: “Canada has a 
history of recognizing good work and for me, 
this is a real motivator.” 

 When asked to reflect on what else 
keeps him motivated to maintain his 
demanding schedule and continue his 
sometimes very draining work, Francisco 
explains that his personal life and work 
commitments are intertwined. He works 
where he lives —  with his wife, children and 
father-in-law —  in a home that is also a 
shelter. And his wife shares his passion and 
sense of responsibility. 

 As he proudly points to all the names 
of refugees written on the kitchen walls in 
FCJ Hamilton House, he comments: “You 
know, it probably started at my parents’ 
dinner table. I cannot remember a single night 
as I was growing up when only my family 
was around the table. There were always 
relatives from the countryside who needed a 
place to stay or other friends and children that 
my parents were helping out.” 

 Reflecting on the future, Francisco 
says that FCJ Hamilton House will continue 
to expand because the need for this type of 
service keeps growing. He says: “The only 
thing that changes is the skin colour of the 
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people with whom I work. Their needs are the 
same and are very real.” 

 He adds: “Until now, our service has 
grown very slowly. And now that we are 
looking for a third house, we will continue to 
grow. But we are also working very hard to 
involve more partners —  to involve the entire 
community to ensure that the plight of refugees 
is everyone’s concern.” 

Claude Turgeon 

 Every day, nearly 90 children and youth 
con gregate at what was once a dilapidated fire 
hail to participate in community activities. The 
old fire hail now houses a Police Youth Centre 
where kids can play basketball, make crafts, 
work on computers and get help with school 
assignments —  all under the watchful eye of 
Ottawa police constable Claude Turgeon and 
his staff. 

 These activities are more than just a way 
to fill the hours between school and bedtime. 
For the kids, the Centre provides an opportunity 
to break the cycle of drugs and criminal activity 
that once characterized their neighbourhood. 
For the residents of the Debra-Dynes housing 
project in west end Ottawa, it is a tangible 
expression of the benefits of community 
policing. For other communities, it is a model 

which involves businesses and community 
organizations in crime prevention. 

 Debra-Dynes usçd to be known for its 
drug scene and increasingly violent 
confrontations with police. Seniors and 
parents with young children were reluctant to 
leave their homes to venture out into the 
community. And teens, whose role models 
were the drug dealers with their great clothes 
and fancy cars, were being drawn into a life 
of crime. 

 Police were convinced they needed to 
do more than simply come into the 
community to make arrests. They wanted to 
intervene before the crimes took place. 

 After extensive consultations with the 
community and experts who work with youth, 
the police took an innovative step to provide 
an alternative to the streets: They opened the 
Police Youth Centre near Debra-Dynes. The 
Centre provides a safe environ ment where 
children and youth can ‘hang out’ and 
develop a more positive relationship with the 
local authorities. 

 “Initially, kids from the project were 
drawn in by a very active sports program,” 
says Claude, who was the driving force 
behind this successful initiative. “We spent a 

 

 Wilderness working wonders. Constable Claude with kids from an inner-city Ottawa 
 neighbourhood on a canoe trip in Northern Ontario. 
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 “Initially, kids from the project were drawn in by a very active sports program,” 
  says Claude. 

 lot of time having fun with the kids. Once we 
got to know them, we were able to gain their 
trust which is key to establishing a mutually 
respectful relationship.” 

 More than 850 kids are now registered 
at the Centre to participate in sports, camping 
trips and lead ership training programs. In 
partnership with other youth-serving 
organizations, the Centre also hosts soccer 
games and runs a 12-team basketball league in 
the summer as well as floor hockey leagues in 
the winter. 

 Steve Gallant, Vice-President of Private 
Cli ent Investments at Wood Gundy, is a big 
supporter of the program. “1 grew up near 
Debra-Dynes in the I 970s and I 980s, when the 
drug trade was flourishing. I went to school 
with kids from the housing project, and saw 
first-hand what drugs did to them.” He 
describes what Claude has done as “a miracle 
for the neighbourhood.” 

 But the miracle did not happen 
overnight. When Claude first accepted the job 
of supervising the Centre, he did so reluctantly. 
The program had been running for two years 
but with an officer there only part time. And 
when he started, he felt overwhelmed. He spent 
his first week at the Centre in uniform, cleaning 

and observing. There were signs on the walls, 
setting out the rules, but no one paid attention. 

 Claude says: “1 took down the signs 
and decided to bring the rules to the kids 
personally: no swearing, no smoking, no 
fighting and no racial slurs.” 

 And while he had confrontations with 
some of the youth as a result, he realized that 
many others were beginning to respect him. 
In fact, they seemed to crave the structure and 
discipline at the Centre. 

 His next challenge made itself evident 
quickly—  the building was a disaster. “It was 
an old building that was going to be torn 
down, so nothing had been done to maintain 
it. I realized how detrimental the physical 
structure was for the program, but to bring the 
old fire station to building code standards 
would cost an estimated $450,000.” 

 That kind of money obviously didn’t 
exist. But Claude knew the Centre had begun 
as a partnership between the police 
department and the community, and he began 
to call on that partnership. Before long, local 
contractors, architects and engineers were 
donating their time and expertise. Parents of 
the youth using the Centre helped with the 
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renovations. Claude smiles: “It turned into a 
real community project.” 

 Even the John Howard Society became 
involved. “When I learned that the John 
Howard Society was running a carpentry 
course, I contacted them to see if they would do 
some work at the Centre. It was great to see ex-
cons lending a hand. And they were really good 
with the kids.” 

 The rebuilding of the Centre was a 
turning point. The kids had developed a sense 
of ownership and began to treat the building 
with respect. The renovations had created 
several smaller rooms, giving them quiet spaces 
within the frenzied atmosphere of the Centre. 
Today, in keeping with the philosophy of 
having young people involved in running the 
Centre, kids have started a Youth Council and 
have helped arrange several seminars with 
community members to talk about sex 
education, résumé writing and first aid. 

 Perhaps one of the greatest measures of 
its success is that some of the first kids to use 
the Centre now help make up the staff. 

 Rick Pettitt is one of those kids. A 
student in Law and Security at Ottawa’s 
Algonquin College, he says that without his 
involvement with the Centre he never would 
have thought about going to college. 

 “When I first started going to the 
Centre, Claude and I bumped heads a lot. I 
didn’t like him or the structure and rules he 
imposed. I was kicked out almost every night 
for swearing or fighting and I had dropped out 
of school.” 

 He recalls when Claude asked him to 
work at the Centre: “It really blew me away —  
it changed my life. One of the conditions of the 
job was that I had to go back to school. Before 
that, I didn’t have any idea what I wanted to 
do.” 

 
Claude understands the importance of being a good 
role model and rewarding positive behaviour. He is 
pictured here with a recipient of the Player of the Year 
award 

 Rick, who wants to run a youth centre 
himself one day, was awarded an academic 
scholarship by the Centre. The sponsor is a 
local businessman, one of the Centre’s biggest 
contributors, who donated equity worth 
$30,000 to the program. 

 JetForm, a high-tech company based 
in Ottawa, supports a homework club at the 
Centre. Every night, 25 to 30 kids gather to 
study and do their homework with the help of 
staff and volunteer tutors. JetForm 
contributed furniture and computers and 
convinced some of its suppliers, including 
Compaq Canada, to come through with 
additional equipment. In addition, JetForm 
rewards top performers by sponsoring a trip to 
Washington or New York. JetForm covers 
about half the costs of the trip and the 
students raise the rest of the money 
themselves. 

 Tom Hicks, Chief Information Officer 
at JetForm, has been instrumental in his 
company’s involvement with the Centre. He 
says that for the kids, “it is the trip of a 
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lifetime. They visit a big city and see some of 
the attractions. It is a fabulous reward for them 
and demonstrates the benefits of doing well in 
school.” 

 The Centre has teamed up with Ottawa’s 
English board of education to offer an 
alternative school for students who have been 
suspended from their regular schools because of 
violent behaviour. “Having the alternative 
school housed in the Police Youth Centre is a 
crucial component to turn ing these kids 
around,” says Dan Wiseman, the Chief of 
Social Services at the Ottawa District School 
Board. 

 The secret, says Wiseman, is the staff. 
“The kids know that there is always someone to 
talk to. If the problem is serious, they are 
referred to a social worker who is at the Centre 
regularly. Because the kids know him and trust 
him, it makes it easier for them to talk to him.” 
Centre staff also hold conferences with families 
and run a victim-offender mediation program 
that brings kids face-to-face with their victims 
to work out restitution. Claude says this is the 
type of work that drew him to policing in the 
first place. “Policing was never my lifelong 
dream. But I want to make a difference. A 
strong component of policing has to be 
preventive,” he says firmly. “Young people are 
our future. This is the one chance we have to 
make a difference. Police have a role to play —  
we need to intervene early to turn kids around.” 

“The kids just love Claude,” says Tom Hicks. 
“They look up to him, and he is a great role 
model for them. He has a big heart; he is open 
and consistent. He has rules that he applies 
across the board.” 

According to Claude’s friend, Steve Gallant: 
“This is not rocket science. It is not about 
throwing money at the problem, but rather it’s 
about one person with the commitment to give 
the time it takes to make things happen.” 

 Claude’s long-time friend, Jill 
Strachan, says it is his ability to focus that 
gives him his staying power. “Anything he 
does, he does 100 percent. And when he 
committed to the kids in that neighbourhood, 
he gave it his all,” she says. “He also has the 
vision and the tenacity to carry things 
through, even during the rough times.” 

 The Centre receives funds from the 
United Way, Youth Services Canada, and 
cash and in-kind dona tions from many local 
corporations. Wood Gundy has designated the 
Centre as recipient of a portion of the 
proceeds from the Children’s Miracle Day, a 
day in December when the partners donate 
their commissions to charity. Volunteers also 
organize a gala dinner and boxing event that 
sells out every year, raising between $30,000 
and $40,000. When the Centre first opened in 
1990, it had a budget of $15,000; last year, 
the annual budget was more than $300,000. 

 Word about the Centre is spreading 
beyond the Debra-Dynes neighbourhood. The 
Ontario Ministry of the Solicitor General and 
Corrections recently asked the Centre to 
create a how-to manual to show other 
communities how they can involve businesses 
and communities in crime prevention. 

 Claude says: “Our program is being 
used as a flagship nationally to show what can 
be achieved. It’s great to see that we are 
making a difference!” 

Claude Turgeon is now working as a Senior 
Advisor at the National Crime Prevention 
Centre in Ottawa. 

Frank and Kaja Wesigank 

 Local merchants of Medicine Hat, 
Alberta, noticed that customers were drawn to 
the city’s downtown core to admire the flower 
baskets that Frank and Kaja Westgarth and 
their Communities in Bloom (CIB) crew were 
hanging on the old-fashioned, gas lampposts. 
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Store owners soon followed suit, adding their 
own plants in and around their shops and 
creating a downtown area that was ablaze with 
coloured flowers. 

 Relatively new in Canada, Communities 
in Bloom is part of a growing international 
movement that challenges communities to 
improve the visual appeal of their 
neighbourhoods and parks through the creative 
use of flowers and plants. Promoters believe its 
popularity is growing in North America as 
people begin to experience the results of recent 
beautification projects. 

 In Medicine Hat, the outcomes are 
apparent. In short order, residents transformed 
the city by working on collective gardens and 
beautification projects that enhanced the 
already substantial green spaces in and around 
the community. It has been so successful that,  

 
Frank and Kaja proudly pose in their garden which is the 
centre of many events with family, friends and passersby 
who admire the spectacular landscape design. 

after just one season, the Medicine Hat CI B 
was invited to a national competition of CIB 
communities and was awarded third place in its 
category. 

 Frank and Kaja Westgarth are 
responsible for sparking this horticultural 
renaissance by bringing Communities in Bloom 

to this unique artistic mecca on the Prairies. 
The couple first experienced a Community in 
Bloom while visiting their daughter in 
Osoyoos, British Columbia, a small resort 
community in the Okanagan Valley. There, 
the residents of each street adopted a type of 
shrub, tree or flower as a theme to unify 
garden designs. Frank and Kaja came home 
full of enthusiasm about CIB —  and not just 
because they love gardening. 

 “CIB is more than gardening,” says 
Kaja. “It makes people aware of their whole 
environment and makes them want to 
participate.” Frank adds: “The competitive 
side of CIB also attracts people. I guess it’s 
just human nature to want to be top dog.” 

  Community support underpins CIB. 
The Horticultural Society and the City of 
Medicine Hat were among the first supporters 
of the initiative. “Of course, it didn’t hurt that 
Frank is a lifetime member of the Horticultural 
Society, and Frank and Kaja live next door to 
the mayor!”, reflects friend and fellow 
gardening enthusiast Marion Sept. “The 
mayor’s wife also shares their love of 
gardening and has been involved in many 
projects with them.” 

 Other partners include the Downtown 
Business Association, the John Howard 
Society (whose members volunteered to water 
all the flowers downtown!), the Folks Council 
of Medicine Hat, and the Economic 
Development Committee as well as church 
groups, schools and private citizens. 

 But at the core of it all are Frank and 
Kaja. Frank is well-known as an artist-
gardener in Medicine Hat, and his paintings 
have been purchased by the City, the Public 
Library, and the Museum and Art Gallery. 
The Westgarths’ backyard garden is a breath 
taking showcase of flowers and plants in 
artistic design, a testimony to their 
horticultural and landscaping talents. 
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 Mayor Ted Grimm highlights the key 
role the Westgarths played in spearheading CIB 
in Medicine Hat, and the credibility that Frank’s 
reputation gave the project. “People thought if 
Frank is involved, it must be worthwhile,” he 
says. “Frank understands the psyche of the 
community and knows our ‘oasis mentality.’ 
We have a very active Parks Program that keeps 
expanding and we have recently introduced two 
‘Ducks Unlimited’ reclamation areas. Everyone 
supports the greening of the city, and that is 
what CIB is capitalizing upon.” 

 “Like many other people, I got involved 
with CIB because Frank and Kaja were 
involved,” recalls Donna MacLean, a longtime 
friend who shares Frank’s love of painting the 
natural beauty in and around Medicine Hat. 
“Frank has both the vision and the commitment 
to see things through.” When Donna pursued 
her idea of developing a calendar in support 
ofCl B and the Canada Senior Games, Frank 
was quick to help out by donating two of his art 
pieces for reproduction in the calendar. 

 Anne Bernhardt, a fellow gardening 
enthusi ast and member of the Horticultural 
Society in which Frank is a lifetime member, 
says working with Frank is infectious. She 
smiles as she describes his two very distinct 
sides. “On the one hand, hejust loves to sit in 
his garden and create —  either through 

gardening or through painting. On the other 
hand, Frank is known as a doer —  he is not 
afraid of hard work, and he does not back 
down from a challenge.” 

 Anne also praises Frank’s ability to 
involve a wide range of partners. “Frank is a 
people person. He works well with 
community people and groups. He is 
conciliatory, supportive and never gets 
involved in petty politics. But he can be 
forceful when he needs to be.” Anne notes 
that, thanks to Frank, this is the first time that 
the private sector has been involved in the 
greening of the city. 

 “Through CIB, Frank brought a whole 
new team of players together to participate in 
enhancing the city,” adds Mayor Grimm. 
“Private citizens have always worked hard to 
beautif their yards, but CIB takes this interest 
to a wider audience.” 

 Frank and Kaja say they knew 
instinctively that this audience was there for 
CIB. “It is the kind of initiative that is great 
for the town, for people, for business and for 
tourism,” Frank says firmly. 

 Nonetheless, the Westgarths are 
reluctant to take credit for their 
accomplishments. They say that a strong team 

 
 CIB volunteers prepare flower baskets to hang in downtown Medicine Hat. 
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 ‘Everyone wants to be top dog!” Frank loves working in his garden, but says that friendly 
  competition with neighbours provides an added impetus 
 

is the key to CIB’s success. They add that the 
program is taking Medicine Hat back to its 
roots: a community with a commitment to 
beautification and nature. 

 It is this commitment that earned the 
Medicine Hat CIB a third place award in the 
1997 national competition after just one season. 
CIB judges visited the community to evaluate it 
in person. “Offers to billet and feed the judges 
poured in,” Frank recalls. “People wanted to 
outdo each other. The Church of Latter Day 
Saints organized a work-force of 200 moms, 
dads, kids and seniors who cleaned the 65 
kilometres of walking and biking trails that 
circle the city.” 

 Frank and Kaja recall that the judges visited 
Medicine Hat during the four hottest days of 
summer. “Medicine Hat has a very harsh 
climate with relentless heat in the summer.” 
They emphasize that without the dedication of 
the volunteers from the John Howard Society, it 
is unlikely that the flowers would have 
survived. Frank chuckles: “The volunteers 
became a very familiar sight as they pulled a 
cart equipped with a huge water container 
through the downtown streets several times a 
day!” When reflecting on the judges’ visit, 
Frank says: “They were on the go constantly, 
but saw only eight of the areas that had been 
enhanced by the CIB group. Luckily, we were 

able to augment their on-site visits by looking 
at a scrapbook Kaja had compiled of photos 
highlighting accomplishments all over the 
city.” 

 The site visits, the scrapbook and the sight 
of so many Medicine Hat residents walking 
around with CIB T-shirts were enough to 
convince the judges of the community’s 
commitment. Frank and Kaja went off to St. 
John’s, Newfoundland, for the national 
awards ceremony. 

 The couple beam when they recall their 
experience in St. John’s. “We had always said 
that CIB builds on itself and instills pride in 
people and in communities. But it was truly 
inspirational to see such a large group of 
enthusiastic young people committed to 
gardening, to their community and to the 
environment.” 

 For Kaja, the St. John’s experience had a 
tremendous personal impact. “Initially, CIB 
was Frank’s project. I was in the background. 
But I have become more and more involved. 
And the awards ceremony in St. John’s really 
fired me up,” she says. “When we learned that 
we came third with a 70 percent rating in our 
category, it was a real inspiration. Now I am 
all geared up for this year’s awards in 
Winnipeg - and we’re aiming for first place!” 
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