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THE ALBERTA RURAL DEVELOPMENT NETWORK represents Alberta’s 21 
public post-secondary institutions. Our Mandate is to use the combined expertise 
of our members to support rural development and help rural communities grow 
through research and learning. Our Mission is to create a model of rural community 
development through collaboration. Our Vision is a strong sustainable network 
that is the leading source of trusted rural development projects and information.
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Dee Ann Benard, Executive Director 
Joy Vonk, Operations Manager 
Melissa St Dennis, Communications Manager (to March 2014)
Paul Watson, Research Director (to November 2013)
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ALBERTA RURAL DEVELOPMENT NETWORK

Catalyst: stimulus to change; somebody or something that makes            
a change happen or brings about an event

Message from the ARDN Board Chair
ARDN has completed its five year mandate 
to create a model of rural community devel-
opment through collaboration in research 
and learning. We have grown beyond being a 
stimulus that connects the network to become 
a recognized leader in managing major proj-
ects and funding, and achieving measurable 
results. Our leadership is recognized at many 
levels – by the federal and provincial govern-
ments, the organizations and communities 
we work with, and the post-secondary insti-

tutions that form our membership. But, for multiple reasons, we have yet 
to find the support that will allow us to have a secure, sustainable future.

Yet somehow we carry on – in large part due to the efforts of our Execu-
tive Director Dee Ann Benard and Operations Manager Joy Vonk. ARDN 
continues to make a difference in new ways, with a $2.4 million federal 
government grant for rural homelessness being one example. We are seen 
as an effective motivator and an unbiased delivery agent. We have used our 
funding to seed creativity and innovation. We have developed strong rela-
tionships across Alberta and elsewhere. We can measure our success in 
many ways – from the successful projects we have led, to the Rural Con-
nections events we have organized, to the support given to researchers and 
communities – work that contributes to strong, vibrant rural communities.

Government leaders, decision makers and community representatives 
recognize our open communications, connectivity, and willingness to 
consult and collaborate. They know we operate objectively and with ac-
countability. They admire our results and our direction as a catalyst for 
change. In short, we have earned their trust. Our challenge is to get their 
continued support. We are optimistic this support will come and all of 
our 21 post-secondary members are dedicated to continuing ARDN’s 
work. While we wait, we soldier on, continuing to make our vision reality.
Trent Keough

Message from the Executive Director
The past year was a transitional one for 
ARDN, with significant funding and staff 
changes. We survived our first year without 
RADF funding, but said goodbye to staff 
members Paul Watson and Melissa St Den-
nis. ARDN is adapting, and we continue to be 
valued for our expertise and connections. We 
continue to be involved in projects that ben-
efit rural Alberta and build stronger commu-
nities by working to address rural issues. We 
pursue projects that let us use our strengths: 
networking, building teams, breaking barriers, managing projects, lever-
aging investments, and transferring knowledge. ARDN’s niche is steer-
ing ideas from concept to results adoption in ways that lead to workable 
solutions. An issue is identified, ARDN helps clarify it and connects the 
stakeholders to partners who can help, including the post-secondary sec-
tor. Once results are in, ARDN translates academic jargon into plain lan-
guage and ensures the information is shared with those who can turn it 
into action.

Key projects this year covered topic areas such as: Aboriginal workforce 
development; rural access to justice; helping small businesses with train-
ing; developing a post-secondary pipeline training program inventory; 
and reducing the social isolation of deaf rural Albertans and rural FASD 
families and caregivers. In partnership with our post-secondary mem-
bers, ARDN hosted three events; one each on our pillars of vulnerable 
populations, workforce development, and municipal sustainability. As 
well, ARDN was chosen to deliver Service Canada’s rural and remote 
homelessness funding until 2019. We are regularly tapped to be involved 
in initiatives that impact rural Alberta: aging in place; access to educa-
tion; immigration and settlement; community sustainability and resil-
ience. We are always pleased to contribute. For more information on our 
projects, events, members and partners, please visit www.ardn.ca.

Dee Ann Benard 

It’s not about how many times you get knocked down…                 
it’s about how many times you get back up.



ARDN Initiatives 

Trades Warriors Network  
Funders: Government of Alberta, Telus, Avatar Media
The Trades Warriors Network (TWN) aims to help address the fore-
casted shortfall of skilled trades workers in Alberta while improv-
ing the education, employment, and entrepreneurship opportuni-
ties of Aboriginal youth. The core of TWN is an interactive website 
that will introduce Aboriginal youth to career opportunities in the 
trades. For youth who aren’t quite sure what trade might suit them, 
the website will gauge their interests and give them options. Another 
key part of the website are the digital stories, featuring the personal 
stories of Aboriginal role models working in various trades careers.  

Rural Access to Justice  
Funders: Justice Canada, Government of Alberta
Everyone knows there is a shortage of doctors in rural Alberta, 
but most don’t know about the lawyer shortage. ARDN is partner-
ing on a number of related initiatives, including getting more new 
lawyers to choose a rural practice, the cost of access to justice in 
northern Alberta, and access to justice in both official languages.

Small Business Training Pilot Project
Medicine Hat College (MHC) and ARDN are working on a project to 
address the needs of small and medium rural businesses. During the 
pilot phase, MHC business students worked with rural businesses to 
identify and help address issues, offer training  and solve problems. 
Students helped business owners execute recommendations provid-
ed by MHC’s Entrepreneur Development Centre. In the fall of 2014, 
MHC will share the project outcomes with interested stakeholders, 
who will then work together to expand the project to other rural Al-
berta communities. This project arose from the findings of ARDN’s 
Business Retention & Expansion project, which indicated business 
support services available to rural communities are under-utilized.

Visit www.ardn.ca to learn about these and other                          
ARDN projects

Pipeline Training Program Inventory  
Funder: Portage College
In partnership with Portage College, ARDN created an inventory of 
skills training and professional programs by occupation and institu-
tion, from technical to social policy programs, certificates and degrees, 
focussed on the pipeline industry.  The purpose of this inventory is 
to identify excellence, the existing and emerging capacity of Alberta’s 
post-secondary institutions, training and education needs and gaps, 
and which institutions are most capable to lead in particular fields.  

Reducing the Social Isolation of Rural Deaf Albertans  
Funders: Alberta Health, Alberta Association of the Deaf (AAD)
ARDN, the Alberta Association of the Deaf (AAD), the University of 
Alberta, and the Provincial and Federal Governments partnered on 
a three phase research project to increase access to supports and ser-
vices for Alberta’s rural deaf community, and facilitate enhanced 
communication among rural deaf Albertans. In brief, Phase 1 re-
viewed existing technology; Phase 2 was interviews and focus groups 
with deaf Albertans; and Phase 3 was implementation of technol-
ogy. The project was a success and is now being sustained by AAD. 

Reducing the Isolation of Rural Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 
(FASD) Families & Caregivers 
Funder: Lethbridge College
ARDN is championing the transformation of a Virtual Community 
of Pracice (VCoP) into a community and stakeholder directed entity 
with Lethbridge College.  The VCoP is a link between isolated patients, 
families and caregivers, and also a central repository of valuable infor-
mation; linking research to action. The goal is for the FASD VCoP to 
become a community-owned, integrated network of individuals and 
organizations meeting the needs of rural Alberta’s FASD community. 

ARDN’s niche is steering ideas from concept to results adoption                          
in ways that lead to workable solutions. 

Rural and Remote Homeless Funding Stream 

After successfully delivering the Homelessness Partnering Strategy’s Rural & 
Remote Homelessness funding stream last year, Service Canada invited ARDN 
to administer the successor program until 2019. 

A few key findings from the original eight 2013-2014 projects included:

•	 Supporting clients and helping them access services greatly increases sucess.
•	 Mediation between landlords and tenants increases housing stability.
•	 Supportive resources decrease the use of emergency and crisis supports.
•	 Small needs can create large barriers to a client’s success.
•	 Learning life skills contributes to the health and wellbeing of the homeless.
•	 Early, small interventions often prevents problems from escalating.
•	 Early intervention reduces the length of shelter stays for youth.
•	 Mediation helps reunify estranged youth with their families.
•	 Support programs decrease stress for those working with the homeless.
•	 Awareness of homelessness issues can increase community involvement.
•	 Research is needed to understand homelessness in rural communities.

Rural communities see homelessness differently, are often unaware of it, and are 
sometimes reluctant to acknowledge it. Funded projects focussed on access to 
supports and services and creating awareness to bring people together to devel-
op solutions and provide help. HPS funding was used to hire staff dedicated to 
helping those in need access services. Many clients needed intensive supports, 
which helped them become more self-sufficient, confident and competent.

Three major challenges were faced by the project proponents: 
1) Finding and retaining qualified staff. 
2) Lack of access to transportation for clients. 
3) Developing and implementing effective programs in the short-term.

The 2013-2014 funding made a big differ-
ence for nearly 1500 rural Albertans, show-
ing how small contributions can make big 
impacts; however, there remains an ur-
gent need for more supports and services.

The Creating Rural Connections 2014 Event Series in 
April and May

Thanks to the generous contributions of all our 21 member institutions, 
and a grant from the Alberta Government’s Workforce Attraction and 
Retention Partnerships Program, Albertans were able to get together and 
explore issues and discover solutions relating to vulnerable populations, 
workforce development, and municipal sustainability in rural Alberta. 
The Creating Rural Connections 2014 Event Series (CRC 2014) brought 
together nearly 300 delegates who were interested in enhancing the qual-
ity of life in Alberta’s rural communities, and the province as a whole. 

Vulnerable Populations, held April 25 at the Alberta College of Art + 
Design in Calgary, featured four keynote presenters covering topics from 
collaboration and resilience, to working with Aboriginal peoples and 
youth.

Workforce Development was held May 9 at Grande Prairie Regional Col-
lege in Grande Prairie. The two keynotes focussed on engaging women 
and youth in the workforce, and the highlight was an interactive panel 
representing government, post secondary, Aboriginal and industry sec-
tors.

Municipal Sustainability, held May 26 at MacEwan University in Edmon-
ton, put the spotlight on community resilience and sustainability, and 
Aboriginal community engagement.

In addition to the above, each event featured concurrent sessions pre-
sented by a wide variety of rural community stakeholders and academics.

CRC 2014 was about more than just networking and learning – it was 
about making a difference. As part of the series, delegates were invit-
ed to take part in setting the agenda for rural development and suggest 
and vote on projects to be seeded with 
profits from the events.  

Visit www.ardn.ca for more informa-
tion about each event, including all the 
speakers and their presentations.


