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Executive Summary 

Background:  The Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) was contracted by 

Birch Hills County in March of 2013 to prepare a preliminary economic development strategy to 

better inform the County Council of economic opportunities that aligned with ratepayer priorities 

and identified quality of life preferences of ratepayers.   Birch Hills County has to date not 

actively engaged in economic development, nor have they had an economic development 

position; this work was largely left to the County’s Chief Operating Officer. 

Process:  The agreed upon process for the development of the strategy included a few key 

components: 

1. A preliminary meeting was held with County Council to achieve consensus on outcomes 

they were hoping to see from the process. 

2. A SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) workshop along with a 

Mission and Vision statement workshop was held with County Council and key 

administration staff. 

3. Three open houses were held to solicit community engagement and to keep ratepayers 

abreast of the work being undertaken by the County. The open houses were held in 

Wanham (March 27, 2013), Eaglesham (April 10, 2013) and Tangent (April 11, 2013). 

All were well attended and saw considerable community input. 

4. A County Newsletter was initiated and distributed to ratepayers to inform them of the 

project and alert them to the open houses (see Appendix)  

5. A ratepayer survey was developed and distributed to 400 households within the County 

to solicit feedback on everything from tourism, municipal services satisfaction and 

economic development opportunities. 147 completed surveys were returned and analyzed 

to provide a statistical review of those who responded. 

6. A small sample of businesses interviews were done to assess challenges, issues and 

opportunities of doing business and attracting business to Birch Hills County. 

7. PREDA met with Birch Hills County Council to provide an overview of the analysis of 

the survey. 

8. All collected data was collated and developed into a final report which was presented to 

County Council. 

9. An open house allowed PREDA to present their findings and recommendations to the 

County ratepayers. 
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Mission 

“Birch Hills County will provide dedicated quality services to enhance  

communities and ensure growth” 

Vision 

“Birch Hills County – Home of Rivers, Heritage and Opportunity” 

 

County Priorities:   The information gathered from the open houses and the community surveys 

identified three key areas the County could pursue with regard to community economic 

development. These areas are divided into three categories as set out below. 

1. Economic Opportunities – External 

a. A number of opportunities were identified that would require additional work to 

negotiate development of. These opportunities are beyond the direct control of 

municipality. These included: 

i. Internet Service providers 

ii. Retail fuel 

iii. Value-added agriculture and, 

iv. Commercial tourism opportunities 

2. Municipal opportunities – Internal 

a. The surveys identified areas that Municipal administration could strengthen 

community relations and create an environment for future development. These 

areas are within the municipal administration’s control and included: 

i. Continue Municipal Open Houses 

ii. Community beautification 

iii. Tourism 

iv. Promotion – signage, incentives and branding 

3. Community Opportunities – Community 

a. There was also considerable feedback from ratepayers on engagement of 

ratepayers in community development including: 

i. Farmer’s markets 

ii. Tourism opportunities 

iii. Branding 

iv. Community events 

v. Community beautification 
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Recommendations Summary 

External 

1. Develop a contact list for external stakeholders in the County (i.e.: CN Rail, Devon, 

Alberta Government) and open the lines of communication between parties. 

 

Internal 

1. Create a Community Engagement Committee (See Appendix) 

2. Hire a Community Engagement Director (See Appendix) 

a. Research opportunities to develop or partner with neighboring FCSS offices 

i. Identify services required by County ratepayers                                                       

ii. Research value of offering services within the County or through 

partnership with neighboring FCSS offices or other organizations. 

b. Develop a tourism community attraction strategy 

i. Develop opportunity plan for artist/outdoor recreation community                                                       

ii. Research opportunities for Bed and Breakfasts                                                                       

iii. Research opportunities for County vacation packages – farmers markets, art 

market, outdoor recreation etc… 

c. Engage participation of cultural groups in economic development opportunities 

i. Research and pursue opportunities such as that of the Pine Haven Hutterite 

Colony’s farm based market. (See Appendix) 

3. Review Land Use Bylaws 

a. Create Business License (See Appendix) 

b. Grandmother suites and multifamily dwellings 

4. Promote communication, community, county businesses and business opportunities 

a. Develop material for economic development department: 

i. Complete branding exercise to review perception of County residents                

ii. Creation of promotional material for economic opportunities                                                            

iii. Creation of tourism promotional material 
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iv. Creation of County photography contest to build community pride and County 

photo library (see Appendix)                                                                                                

v. Creation of business development package and process to simplify 

development permit process                                                                                                        

vi. Build on existing County website to encourage ratepayer use                                                  

vii. Coordinate County Newsletter with the existing Eaglesham and District 

Agricultural Society Newsletter                                                                                                    

viii. Request presentation from ThinkLocal Market and consider value for County 

Businesses (see Appendix) 

b. Continue to engage community through open houses 

i. Host annual community open house to update on County business plan 

5. Hamlet beautification and farm beautification awards 

6. Consider the one-day elected officials economic development course through the Economic 

Developers Association of Alberta. 

 

Community 

1. School (programs, housing, promotion) 

a. Engage youth in volunteer opportunities in community                                                                         

b. Continue to pursue Outdoor Pursuits Program                                                                                  

c. Explore opportunities for student exchange with other schools 

2. Internet Coop 

a. With the support of County administration, research and explore the opportunity to set 

up an internet coop that is community own and managed. (see Appendix for information 

on establishing coops in Alberta)                                                                                                            

b. Alternately, the County could pursue opportunities to set-up a water coop. 

 

Birch Hills County Council has made a decisive move in listening to their ratepayers and 

analyzing the information for recommendations on where the county needs to go. With a 

municipal election just months away the next step for the County will be whether to move ahead 

with the recommendations contained in this report or wait for the new council to be in place in 

October and provide them this information to move forward on if they choose. 
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Part 1 – Introduction 
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Background to the Report:   The Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) was 

retained by Birch Hills County in March of 2013 to conduct an economic assessment.  The 

assessment would consist of facilitating a visioning session with the County Council, a review of 

the County’s governance model and financial status, the creation and distribution of a 

community survey, and the facilitation of community meetings.  This report presents the finding 

of this economic assessment and is intended to provide direction for the County’s next steps. 

 

Descriptive: Birch Hills County is located in the Central Peace Region, bordered by the Peace 

River to the north and the Smoky River to the east. Located within the County are the hamlets of 

Eaglesham, Peoria, Tangent, Wanham and Watino. The County is located east of Highway 2 and 

Highway 49 runs through the county. While the County has four hamlets of various sizes within 

its boundaries, there are no major centres in the County. Birch Hills County is a short distance 

from a number of towns including; Rycroft and Spirit River to the west, Peace River to the north, 

Falher to the east and the City of Grande Prairie, approximately 45 minutes to the south. 

 

A major rail line, CN Rail used to run east-west through the County from Watino to points west 

of Wanham. The rail line is no longer there; however a spurline does run into the NuPro building 

on the County’s east border. The building presently sits empty and the spur line no longer 

operates. There is one airport located in Eaglesham; however no commercial flights utilize the 

airport. There are no commercial bus carriers servicing the County.   
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Figure 1 shows the location of Birch Hills County relative to the province of Alberta.  
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Birch Hills County Council is comprised of seven elected members, a reeve and six councillors 

representing the seven wards. There are normally 14 fulltime municipal positions including the 

Chief Administrative Officer. The County, according to Alberta Municipal Affairs 2011 

statistics, maintains 1,368 kilometers of roads, 51.42  kilometers of water mains, 6.62kilometers 

of wastewater mains and has 635 dwelling units. 

 

Population:  The 2011 Census found Birch Hills County had a population of 1,582 living in 519 

of its 596 total dwellings, a +7.6% change from its 2006 population of 1,470;  a -10.6% decrease 

from 2001. With a land area of 2,856.69 km2 (1,102.97 sq mi), it has a population density of 

0.55379/km2 (1.4343/sq mi) in 2011. Figure 2 shows the breakdown of the population of Birch 

Hills County by age and gender.  

 

School Enrollments:  As indicated in Figure 2, Birch Hills County has a population of 310 school 

aged children between the ages of five and 17. There are potentially a few extra students that 

falls in the immediate younger or older category.  However as shown in Figure 3, school 

enrollments in the five registered schools in the County total just 167 students. Statistics on the 

Heart Valley Christian School are unavailable. This shows a shortfall of 143 students. While 

some students may be home schooled, it does suggest that approximately 140 students live in 

Birch Hills County but do not attend school within the County. 
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Figure 2:  Birch Hills County Population – By Age and Gender 

  
BHC M F Div 19 M F 

Total Population % 1580 840 745 109710 55815 53900 

   0 to 4 years   110 55 55 8805 4475 4325 

  5 to 9 years   110 60 50 7515 3845 3665 

   10 to 14 years   130 70 55 7210 3680 3525 

15 to 17 years   70 30 35 4620 2350 2275 

Cluster -Children  27% 420 215 195 28150 14350 13790 

18 to 24 years   115 65 50 11335 5795 5540 

   25 to 29 years   65 40 25 10020 5210 4815 

Cluster -Young Adult 11% 180 105 75 21355 11005 10355 

   30 to 34 years   85 50 40 8785 4590 4195 

   35 to 39 years   95 60 35 7950 4155 3805 

   40 to 44 years   85 45 45 7180 3610 3565 

Cluster - Mid Adult 17% 265 155 120 23915 12355 11565 

   45 to 49 years   135 75 55 8145 4150 3990 

   50 to 54 years   130 50 80 7755 3965 3790 

   55 to 59 years   115 65 55 6260 3200 3060 

   60 to 64 years   115 60 50 4365 2230 2140 

Cluster - Older Adult 31% 495 250 240 26525 13545 12980 

   65 to 69 years   75 40 35 2995 1495 1500 

   70 to 74 years   70 35 35 2335 1155 1180 

   75 to 79 years   35 20 15 1825 855 970 

Cluster - Senior 1 11% 180 95 85 7155 3505 3650 

   80 to 84 years   25 10 10 1360 610 745 

   85 years +   15 15 5 1260 450 810 

Cluster - Senior 2 3% 40 25 15 2620 1060 1555 

Total 

 

1580 
  

109720 

  Source:  Statistics Canada - Census 2011 

 
   

Figure 3:  Birch Hills County - School Enrollments 2013   

 

Area Primary  Elementary Junior High Total  

0591 - Codesa Hutterite Colony Eaglesham 2 8 2 2 14 

1303 - Eaglesham School Eaglesham 19 29 30 19 97 

1468 - Birch Meadows Colony  Eaglesham 9 6 2 0 17 

1245 - Shady Lane Colony  Wanham 11 6 4 3 24 

1311 - Birch Hills Hutterite  Wanham 4 4 7 0 15 

Heart Valley Christian School Wanham Information not available  

Total  

 

45 53 45 24 167 
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There was discussion at the open houses with regard to students on the fringes of the County 

attending schools in other municipalities. This issue is predominately a bussing issue relative to 

services provided by different school districts.  Eaglesham School, the primary school for the 

County has seen enrollments drop through the years and presently has approximately 100 

students. The school has recognized the need to be innovative and have started an Outdoor 

Pursuits Program to try and attract students from other regions and even other countries. 

(http://www.eagleshamoutdoorpursuits.ca/EagleshamMap/index.html). 

A unique aspect of Birch Hills County is the large number of Hutterite colonies in the County. 

There are presently four colonies including; Codesa, Birch Meadows, Shady Lane and Birch 

Hills Colony. Traditionally Hutterite Colonies run independent from the municipality in which 

they are located. However there are many examples of Hutterite Colonies pursuing economic 

ventures. Of not in Alberta is the Pine Haven Colony located just outside of Wetaskiwin, 

Alberta. This colony runs an online shop that sells produce, meats and other products. As well 

they are open for business three days of the week for on-site sales and provides on-line shopping.  

(see http://www.phmeatshop.ca ). 

Businesses:  While Birch Hills County is predominately agriculture based. Figure 4 shows that 

there are 248 businesses identified in the County.   

Figure 4:  Number of Business Establishments - Birch Hills County (2011) 

Business Category Total Business Category  Total 

All Industries 248 Agri., Forestry, Fishing, Hunting 155 

Professional, Scientific, and Technical  5 Mining, Quarrying, Oil & Gas 16 

Management of Companies and Enterprises 1 Utilities 2 

Administrative and Support, Waste  2 Construction 14 

Educational Services 1 Manufacturing 3 

Healthcare and Social Assistance 0 Wholesale Trade 7 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 2 Retail Trade 6 

Accommodation and Food Services 2 Transportation / Warehouse 13 

Other Services (except Public Administration) 12 Public Administration 1 

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 6   

Finance and Insurance 0   

Information and Cultural Industries 0   

Source: Canadian Business Patterns, Statistics Canada 

http://www.eagleshamoutdoorpursuits.ca/EagleshamMap/index.html
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According to the above table, agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting are the primary industries 

within the County. Sixteen businesses are listed as mining, quarrying and oil and gas extraction, 

14 as construction and 13 as transportation and warehousing. Other interesting categories include 

six retail trade, seven manufacturing and seven as wholesale trade.  The majority of the 

businesses listed are most likely home-based businesses. There is limited or no apparent highway 

development, no industrial park and the hamlets have basic services. There is no fuel service 

available in the County. 

 

Agriculture:  Birch Hills County is largely an agricultural based County and considers good 

agricultural land as a priority. The following two tables provide statistics showing the primary 

agricultural crops grown in the County as well as the primary livestock.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Birch Hills County - Agricultural Lands (Hectares) 

Wheat  Oats Barley Canola Flaxseed Dry field peas Alfalfa 

# Farms # HCs # Farms # HCs # Farms # HCs # Farms # HCs # Farms # HCs # Farms # HCs # Farms # HCs 

140 45,213 56 4,343 54 12,613 146 60,250 3 342 30 4,724 133 14,056 

% of 
Peace 

Country 12% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 5% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 12% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 12% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 22% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 8% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 6% 

Figure 7: Birch Hills County -  Livestock (Number of Animals) 

Cattle Sheep Pigs Horses Goats 

# Farms # # Farms # # Farms # # Farms # # Farms # 

99 20432 10 2523 8 23621 85 606 4 87 

% of 
Peace 

Country 7% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 12% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 37% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 4% 

% of 
Peace 

Country 2% 
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A few items worth mentioning include: Canola and wheat are the primary crops, and flax seed 

production in the County comprises 22% of flaxseed grown in the Peace country.  The majority 

of producers in Birch Hills County fall in the age range of 35 – 54 with the average age being 52, 

slightly younger than the provincial average.  

 

Assessment and Development:  In recent years oil and gas extraction has become the main 

employer in the County, however it should be noted, as shown in Figure 4, agricultural 

production remains a primary industry and home-based business is a growing trend.  Birch Hills 

County has identified the desire to begin the long term planning process to ensure municipal  

sustainability as oil and gas revenues decline.  The Birch Hills County Municipal Development 

Plan (BHCMDP) is a guiding force that speaks to developments within the County. The 

BHCMDP states: 

The goals of Birch Hills County Municipal Development Plan are: 

a) Provide a framework for the future growth and development of the County;                                              

b) Maintain the long term viability of the County’s agricultural land base; 

c) Identify appropriate non-agricultural development in the rural area to facilitate 

diversification of the County’s economic base; 

7% 

51% 

42% 

 Figure 8: Birch Hills County  
Farm Operator - Age (N = 425)  

< 35

35 - 54

55 +
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d) Minimize the possibility of conflicts between potentially incompatible land uses; 

e) Facilitate inter-municipal and inter-jurisdictional cooperation in matters affecting 

development in the region; and 

f) Ensure that the natural environment is protected and that significant environmental 

features are preserved. 

The Birch Hills County Municipal Development Plan clearly states that the preservation of 

“better agricultural land” is a priority of the County.  

Agriculture is the main economic activity in the County. The promotion and 

 protection of agricultural land uses is a high priority. 

 

Section 2.2.2 The County shall discourage the development of non-agricultural uses on 

better agricultural land, unless no suitable alternative location is available or it is an 

industrial use with unique site requirement. The types of uses that may be permitted on 

better agricultural land include public uses, agricultural industries, site-dependent rural 

industry, resource extraction, extensive recreational uses, and equipment storage. 

 

Birch Hills County has recognized that it is historically an agricultural community. However, the 

County has benefitted from industrial development and the Birch Hills County Municipal 

Development Plan identifies the need to occasionally allow developments on better agricultural 

land.   Figure 9 shows the major industrial projects happening outside of Birch Hills County. The 

developments are diverse and include everything from pipeline expansion and road building to 

supportive housing and even the development of an Imax theatre in conjunction with the County 

of Grande Prairie’s Pipestone Dinosaur Museum.  
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It should be noted that there has been a recent surge and interest in northwest Alberta for the 

development of transload facilities to facilitate the shipment of crude on rail. There are presently 

proposals for a number of facilities in the region including Northern Sunrise County, M.D. of 

Big lakes, Falher, and the M.D. of Spirit River. 

 

Figure 9:  Major Developments – Peace Country 2013 

Description Municipality  $M  Status 

'Carmon Creek' VSD Bitumen Project Peace River  $    3,450  Proposed 

Two pipelines,natural gas , other for condensate Saddle Hills County  $       900  Proposed 

Grande Prairie Regional Hospital Grande Prairie  $       620  Under Construction 

Phase 2 expansion on the Peace / Northern NGL System Saddle Hills County  $       415  Proposed 

Low vapour pressure expansion on pipeline Greenview M.D.   $       250  Proposed 

'Resthaven' Plant Capacity Expansion Grande Cache  $       230  Under Construction 

Capacity Increase on Peace and Northern Pipelines Clear Hills County  $       100  Under Construction 

Twinning final section of Highway 43 Greenview M.D.   $          78  Under Construction 

Aquatera Wastewater Treatment Plant Upgrades Phase 2 Grande Prairie  $          58  Under Construction 

Two New High Schools (Grades 9 to 12) Grande Prairie  $          54  Under Construction 

New High School Grande Prairie  $          54  Announced 

Shallow - Cut Gas Plant Fox Creek  $          40  Proposed 

Parkade to be built adjacent to Regional Hospital site Grande Prairie  $          39  Proposed 

Arena Repairs, Second Ice Surface and Sporting Complex Peace River  $          32  Proposed 

2013 Gravel Road Paving / Surface Road Overlay Program County of Grande Prairie   $          31  Announced 

Crude Oil and Condensate Capacity Expansion Smoky River M.D.  $          30  Under Construction 

Philip J. Currie Dinosaur Museum Wembley  $          25  Announced 

Supportive Housing Project Grimshaw  $          15  Under Construction 

'Cairn on the Boulevard' Affordable Housing Project Grande Prairie  $          11  Under Construction 

SH 743 Realignment Peace River  $          11  Proposed 

SH 688 Realignment Northern Sunrise County  $          10  Proposed 

Administration Complex and Public Works Building Spirit River  $          10  Under Construction 

Seniors Affordable Housing Project, West Hill Peace River  $            9  Under Construction 

HIghway 2 Pave and Fog Coat Application M.D. of Spirit River  $            9  Proposed 

Chinchaga Road Grading and Bridge Construction Northern Lights  $            9  Announced 

Replacement for Hwy 2 Bridge over Heart River Northern Sunrise County  $            8  Proposed 

New Administration Building plus Shop Building Expansion County of Grande Prairie   $            8  Proposed 

IMAX Wide Screen Theatre  Wembley  $            7  Proposed 

Township Road 700 Base and Pave (W of Hwy 43) Greenview M.D.   $            7  Announced 

Twp Rd 700 and Hwy 43 Base and Pave Grimshaw  $            7  Announced 

Highway 43 East Industrial Park Local Road Improvements County of Grande Prairie  $            6  Announced 

Booster Pump Station Building and Reservoir Fill Building Peace River  $            6  Under Construction 

Downtown Transit Terminal Grande Prairie  $            5  Proposed 

Little Smoky Road (Rge Rd 214) Phase 3 Base and Pave Greenview M.D.   $            5  Announced 

New Roof Structure, Peace Wapiti Academy Grande Prairie  $            5  Announced 



 
ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT REPORT - Birch Hills County         June 2013 16 
 

 

These developments require rail access which present a challenge for Birch Hills County as the 

rail no longer runs through the County. The developments create start-up jobs but also will 

require numerous (25 – 50) fulltime positions once established.  As expressed a number of times 

through the County’s open houses, Birch Hills County is in the middle of everything, in 

particular the Peace region. This provides the County a strategic location for the “crude on rail” 

developments. In order to benefit from this type of development, Birch Hills County needs to 

initiate discussion with both CN Rail and the crude transportation companies to assess 

opportunities in the County. 

 

One of the goals of the County, and a comment mentioned frequently throughout the open 

houses and the survey, was the need to attract and retain people. Naturally, attracting new 

developments in the County would require sufficient housing. Similarly there was discussion 

about the opportunity to develop the hamlets into suburbs for neighboring municipalities such as 

Grande Prairie. Birch Hills County hamlets can offer a more rural, quiet and safe environment 

for people not wanting to live in larger centres. However, one issue repeated many times 

throughout the research and already identified by Birch Hills County Council and administration, 

was the need to beautify the hamlets. Demolition of old abandoned buildings and the cleaning up 

of yards is essential to attracting new residents and business. 
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With regard to hamlet development the Birch Hills County Municipal Development Plan states: 

The Hamlets of Eaglesham, Peoria, Tangent, Wanham and Watino play important 

roles in the provision of services to the residents of the County. Eaglesham and 

Wanham, the two largest hamlets, were formerly villages within the County but 

have dissolved. Although they are primarily residential in nature, these centres 

provide commercial and instructional facilities and services to area residents. The 

long term sustainability of these hamlets is of utmost importance to the County. 

6.1 Objectives 

a) To ensure that future hamlet development occurs in an orderly and efficient manner.                             

b) To retain hamlets as viable communities within the County. 

6.2 Policies 

6.2.1 The County shall encourage commercial, industrial and institutional uses that are 

intended to serve the rural area to locate in or near hamlets and settlements wherever 

possible. 

6.2.2 In order to ensure that future hamlet development is compatible with existing uses, 

the County shall ensure that adequate distance separations or buffers are provided, 

between residential and non-residential uses. 

6.2.3 The removal of abandoned buildings, or renovation of dilapidated structures, is 

encouraged to improve the aesthetic character of the hamlets and settlements. 

6.2.4 The types of industrial uses permitted in hamlets shall be limited to small scale 

industries which are compatible with adjacent or nearby residential areas. 

6.2.5 With the exception of those developments accessing municipal water and sewage 

systems, hamlet developments are required to utilize private systems in accordance with 

Provincial Standards. 

 

Birch Hills County has begun the process of cleaning up the hamlets and should continue down 

this road. Opportunities were identified to develop the hamlets as francophone communities, 

artist and writers communities, and summer vacation getaways. All options need to be 

considered. 
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Definitions for Economic Development:   The first step in creating an economic development 

strategy is coming up with a consensus on what Birch Hills County considers economic 

development.  To do this there needs to be a clear understanding of how economic development 

is defined and what projects or programs fall under the definition.  

 

First council needs to determine whether they will focus on community economic development 

or economic development. Economic development focuses more on specific economic projects 

while community economic development can focus on social programs, recreational facilities, art 

projects, quality of life issues and projects such as recycling and homelessness. Economic 

development tends to focus more specifically on creating tax revenue, infrastructure 

development and job creation.  It is important to decide which route the County wishes to pursue 

in order for it to develop achievable deliverables. In doing this the council needs to look at its 

vision statement as a guide as to where the council wishes to take the County. 

Below you will find a variety of options that could fall under economic development. Consider 

these when defining Birch Hills County’s definition. 

 Allows community residents to make a better living over a longer period of time, with 

ample opportunities available for career change and part time workers. 

 Recommendations on wise use of land – preserve quality agricultural land. 

 Assist existing area business to expand 

 Attract new industry. 

 Agricultural industry. 

 Research value-added opportunities. 

 Facilitate development of municipal infrastructure to encourage development such as 

resource roads or utility corridors. 

 Assist in the development of recreational facilities. 
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 Work to provide the everyday goods and services that people need within a short distance 

of all residents and allows shopping for less routine purchases within a reasonable 

distance. 

 Cultivates a safe environment – policing initiatives. 

 Makes the community accessible to all – assisted living. 

 Gives the young and old alike ample opportunity for recreation and exposure to nature. 

 Enhance the visual and sensory appeal of the community. 

 Development of industrial parks. 

 Development of area structure plans for hamlets. 

 Grant applications. 

 Symposiums, workshops, seminars to educate ratepayers and attract others to the County. 

 Develop tourism infrastructure. 

 Promote tourism opportunities. 

 Regional partnerships and participation. 

 Retain youth. 

 Attract commuters to live in the County. 

 Urban visitation of industry working in the County. 

 

 

All of the above examples can be an element of a definition for economic development. What is 

important in developing a County definition is coming to an agreement on what results the 

county would like to see. For some rural municipalities that may be to create an environment that 

allows the County to preserve its existing state and carry on its existing path. For others it may 

be to see growth and expansion of its commercial/industrial sector. And yet others would define 

success as a diversification of its existing business climate. Ideally a combination of the above is 

achievable. 
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Strategic Planning Session - March 12, 2013 

Birch Hills County Councilors and senior administration met with (Peace Region Economic 

Development Alliance (PREDA) representatives, Mary Joan Aylward and Dan Dibbelt to begin 

the process of developing an economic development strategy. The purpose of the day was to 

develop a vision and mission statement for the County, complete a strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis and discuss economic development models, budgets, 

memberships and opportunities. 

In attendance were: Reeve Warren Smith, Councilor Marvin Doran, Councilor Al Farkash, 

Councilor Dale Janzen, CAO Harold Northcott, Agricultural Fieldman Amanda Ouellet, 

Manager Infrastructure Projects Mike Coy, Finance Director Dwight Crouse, PREDA rep Mary 

Joan Aylward, PREDA rep Dan Dibbelt 

 

The discussion began with a review of what a SWOT analysis was. Those in attendance then 

brainstormed on what they felt the County’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

were. The results are listed below.  

Strengths 

 Landscape – beauty of the region 

 Job opportunities – superior wages and opportunities for advancement 

 Wildlife – photography, viewing, hunting, fishing 

 Affordable living 

 Eaglesham School – outdoor pursuits   Heart Valley School 

 Oil and Gas (though reserves are depleting) 

 Agriculture – honey 

 Guiding 



 
ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT REPORT - Birch Hills County         June 2013 21 
 

 Gravel 

 Transportation – road grid (accessible by a number of routes) 

 Trails (rails to trails) 

 Market gardens 

 Safe and quiet 

 Sense of community 

 Recreational facilities 

 Outdoor activities (golf course, sledding, ferry) 

 Location – central 

 Council and administration – passionate, hardworking, passionate 

Weaknesses 

 Oil and gas reserves depleting – loss of tax base 

o Loss of employment opportunities 

 Limited retail service industry 

 No gas service 

 Population declining and aging – loss of volunteer sector 

 Geographically limited by rivers 

 Potable water – mostly dugouts and cisterns 

o Eaglesham and Wanham serviced by treated water 

o Mortgage lenders won’t mortgage property without potable water 

 People have long memories 

 Accommodation – affects ability to host events 

 Hamlet attractiveness 

 Maintaining smaller family farms 
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Opportunities 

 Board Plant 

o Modular/manufactured homes, travel trailers 

o Containers 

o Wanham professional bull riding 

o Community groups 

 Recreational opportunities 

 Rivers – jet boat races 

 Peas and soybeans 

 Engaging cultures 

 Firefighting training center 

 Tourism 

o Alexander Mackenzie Site 

o Ski Hill – Birch Hills 

o Lakes – Dreamers, Kakut 

o Kehoe Park 

o Tangent Park – challenge with ferry grade for trailers 

o Archeology 

 Hamlets 

o Watino – summer resort 

o Tangent – francophone culture 

o Eaglesham and Wanham – available and affordable properties/retail 

o Safe and convenient home for transient (shadow) population 

o Wanham – seniors 
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Threats 

 Rural depopulation 

 CN Rail service 

 Municipal competition 

 Government of Alberta rural funding cuts 

 Four-year plan cycle – need long term planning 

 Territorial communities 

 Status Quo mentality 

 Centralization of government services 

 

After reviewing and brainstorming on the SWOT analysis, the group turned to developing a 

vision and mission for the County. It was agreed that the vision was an external statement of 

what the County wanted people to think of when they thought of Birch Hills County.  The 

mission statement was an internal statement that stated how council and administration will 

deliver services and programs to support the vision. 

Vision Statement:  The group started by providing words or phrases that they felt reflected what 

Birch Hills County stood for or meant to them. 

 Connected 

 Heritage 

 Land of opportunity 

 Best kept secret in the world 

 Peace – quality of life 

 Traditional 

 Balanced/sustainable growth 
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 Progressive 

 Safe 

 Encourages local business and entrepreneurs 

 Middle of everything 

With these thoughts the group turned to formulating a vision statement. Some suggestions 

included: 

 A progressive County that strives to preserve traditional values with balanced and 

sustainable growth. 

 A land of heritage, balanced growth that is the best kept secret/ yours to be 

discovered/open to discovery. 

 A land of heritage, progress and balanced growth. 

 A County of rivers, heritage and opportunities. 

 After much discussion the group agreed upon the following vision statement: 

Birch Hills County: Home of rivers, heritage and opportunity 

Mission Statement 

With a vision statement in place the group turned to a mission statement, an internal guiding 

statement on how Council and administration will deliver services and programs to fulfill the 

County’s vision.  Discussion revolved around words such as quality, innovative, passionate, 

promotes, enhances, ensures and dedicated. After more discussion the group decided on the 

following mission statement: 

Birch Hills County will provide dedicated quality services to enhance                                     

communities and ensure growth 

With a vision and a mission in place, the group had a short discussion on economic development 

options for the County. Discussion revolved around training options for staff and elected 

officials, costs of hiring an economic development officer and a department and what other 

alternatives where available to the county. 

The group then discussed next steps which include the upcoming open houses slated for March 

27 in Tangent, April 10 in Eaglesham and April 11 in Wanham; all meetings will run from 6 pm 

until 8 pm. 
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Part 2 – Community Feedback 
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Purpose:  The solicitation of feedback from residents of Birch Hills County was a component of 

a larger Economic Assessment project that was commissioned by the Council of Birch Hills 

County.  Feedback was collected through community meetings, a community survey, and in-

depth interviews with a small group of business owners.    

Methodology 

Meetings: There were three community meetings held during the month of April 2013 – one in 

Eaglesham, one in Wanham, and one in Tangent.  The meetings were advertised in the Rycroft 

Signal and on the County’s website.   Each meeting was held in the evening at a community 

venue.  Council members of Birch Hills County hosted a mingling session which was followed 

by a discussion (facilitated by Dan Dibbelt – PREDA Executive Director) about the Economic 

Assessment project.   Comments were transcribed for each meeting.  

Survey:  The Community Survey was designed in partnership with Harold Northcott (CAO of 

Birch Hills County).  A copy of the Community Survey is located in Appendix A.  Surveys were 

mailed to 400 households and were also available during the community meetings.  Survey 

responses were entered into a web-based survey service (Vovici) and analysis reports were 

generated.   Comments from the survey were clustered into categories.   

 

Interviews:  Business owners were interviewed through in-person discussions during the 

community meetings.  
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Community Meetings:  There were three community meetings held in April 2013.  The 

following summary table highlights the feedback provided by the residents of Birch Hills County 

during these meetings.  

Figure 10:  Community Meeting Highlights – Eaglesham 

Location Attendees Discussion Highlights 
Eaglesham 27 First time residents have been asked to contribute to the vision for the county – thank-you 

Access to water is a concern – perhaps a water pipeline or Water Co-op  

Shouldn’t battle between other hamlets and cultures.  We need to embrace all and leverage from 

what each offers.  

Access to Keyhoe park – just make it safe does not need to be fancy.  People from outside call for 
information about tourism resources. Give residents access to Stone Cabin 

Need road signed welcoming to hamlet – perhaps each community could fundraise for signage?  

Communication is difficult within the county – bad phone and internet services.  Some areas in 
County have no service. 

Revisit the wind power idea. 

Can more be done to advertise tourism – perhaps a tourist chalet in the county?  

Reinstate local committee that takes care of parks? RV lots in town where all the services are.   

Set up an Economic Development Committee for the county to get people involved.  We have 
good ideas!  

Sidewalks should be shovelled for children walking to school. Save our school! 

Semis and trucks running all night.  We need a parking place for them away from residential.  

Give seniors red flags they can put on their walkways to have shovelled.  If not county, 
community could organize volunteers, good project for our youth.   

How can we be home of rivers when we can’t access the water for recreation?  

Like that Council is tearing down old buildings. There are contamination issues with some lots 
that have been abandoned and County can’t afford to clean up.  

Create a development by-law requiring 36 months to be developed or lose it.  Or provide 
incentives to build in time-frame like 15% returned 

Enforce by-laws requiring clean properties.  

Move county offices to Eaglesham to be more centralized.  

 



 
ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT REPORT - Birch Hills County         June 2013 28 
 

Figure 11:  Community Meeting Highlights – Wanham 

Location Attendees Discussion Highlights 

Wanham 25 BHC needs to advocate more at the provincial level for foreign workers in agriculture.  More 

promotion to attract during peak season.  Should leverage from membership in PREDA to get 

regional recruitment strategy. Maybe a northern incentive like living allowances to attract foreign 
workers?  

Peoria lost school bus route.  Big impact on Eaglesham school  - lost 13 students to Rycroft.  We 

need to put pressure on the school board; new parents are not being told about Eaglesham School 

as an option. 

Reinstate rural crime-watch. 

Can BHC partner with Falher transportation for senior bus services.   

Francophone culture in county is an advantage. We should develop it more like St. Isadore.  

We should attract low tech demand new residents – like artists, writers, garden markets.  

Internet is awful along the Smokey valley.  Many times have to drive into town to use library 
services to do business! Very inconvenient.  

BHC should advocate to the government to get rail back. Lack of it is hurting BHC to compete for 

new developments.  

First open house from county in 10 years – really appreciate it!  

Share gym equipment that is available.  Could coordinate open hours and public access.   

Council should have meetings at nights to allow more residents to attend.  

We have no FCSS services. We should partner with other MD’s to provide services in our county.  

No transportation, impacts youth mobility – dependent on parents.  Why can’t we use the school 

buses after hours?  Create a transportation circle to events in and out of the county.  

There is an opportunity to use the senior’s center for arts programming, dance, and service 

business like spa, retreat center.  County owns building.  Would county help with developing 
ideas?  

BHC should promote itself as “get your experience here “ to new graduates.  

Old buildings being taken down – makes the area look better.  Good job!  

Old buildings could be used for community gathering halls for seniors, youth; they are convenient 

and next to other services such as post-office.  

We should build on ag-tourism.  
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Figure 12:  Community Meeting Highlights – Tangent 

Location Attendees Discussion Highlights 

Tangent 33 CEDA attended to provide information on funding opportunities for francophone communities and 
businesses.  

Reliable ferry very important.  Could be a tourist attraction.  It is only one of two such ferries in 

the province.  Promoting it as tourist will increase traffic through Tangent.  

Internet and cell service very bad.  Lots of dead zones in the county. Phone lines are aging and not 

worth fixing.  

Internet is very expensive here... (150 per month)! There many sections in the county where you 
can’t get a signal, and cell reception is unreliable.  

BHC should research college / government programs to get interns for municipal, social, trades, 
and economic development.  

French culture is not thriving... we need to invest in uniqueness.  

Our agriculture is the best... we should brand and market the region for superiority.  

Motorcycle tour groups drive through Tangent.  We need to build tourism services to get them to 

stop and stay awhile.  We need a tourist chalet, promote the ferry experience. Build French 
culture.  

We have acreages / land we can develop.  Maybe give away lots with 2 year development 
limitation. Development should match vision for the county.   

Partner with local colleges to rent out the industrial arts lab, let local trades people use it, and/or 

open school at night to allow for access to lab, training programs.  

It is good that the county is building a vision … getting input from residents is an excellent idea.  

People need to get involved; it’s not just the county staff job to make this a good place.  

There is not a lot of interaction among the hamlets. Need county wide events hosted by council 

and staff to bring all together.  

All residents of county need to pull together to get ideas, brainstorm. We are ultimately 

responsible for our quality of life.    

There is no gas station in our county! We need gas for us and for tourists.  

Need a general corner store … traveling to Falher / Spirit River for goods, groceries.  

How about a fish farm in the county?  
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Community Survey Results: A total of 147 surveys (N) were completed.  The following tables 

show the response rates within each question (n).  The results of the Community Survey are 

presented. Section 1 presents a profile of the survey respondents. Section 2 presents the results 

from questions related to quality of life. Section 3 presents the results from questions dealing 

with tourism and recreation.  Section 4 presents the results from questions related to municipal 

Services. And Section 5 presents the results related to technology and communications.  

Questions on the survey related to business ideas and opportunities are reported in the economic 

outcomes section of this report.  

Section 1:  Profile of Respondents:    Figures 13 to 17 present a profile of the respondents to the 

survey.  An interesting cross comparison is to show if the profile is representative of the overall 

population in Birch Hills County.   

 

 

 

Figure13:  How Long Living in Birch Hills County  

(n= 142) 

Response Count Percent 

Less 1 YR 0 0.0% 

1 - 3  5 3.5% 

3 - 5  6 4.2% 

5- 9  16 11.3% 

10 3 2.1% 

11-15 7 4.9% 

16-20 10 7.0% 

20+  10 7.0% 

25+  85 59.9% 

Figure14:  Area Living  (n = 141) 

Response Count Percent 

Eaglesham 48 34.0% 

Wanham 50 35.5% 

Watino 11 7.8% 

Tangent 32 22.7% 

Figure15:  Age of Respondents (n = 141) 

Response Count Percent 

18 – 29 1 0.7% 

30 – 44 23 16.3% 

45 – 64 87 61.7% 

65 – 79 27 19.1% 

80 or older 3 2.1% 
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Figure17:  Number of Persons Living in 

Household Under 18 Years (n = 112) 

Response Count Percent 

0 76 68% 

1 14 13% 

2 15 13% 

3 5 4% 

4 2 2% 

 

 

Note that in Figure13 the majority of the survey respondents have lived in Birch Hills County for 

25+ years or more (60%).  These survey respondents are knowledgeable in the history, the 

people, and the leadership within the region; hence their collective feedback and suggestions 

should be viewed with high credibility and value.  

Statistics Canada population data, clustered below in Figure 18, shows the percentage of 

population by age grouping.   Note that the percentage of survey respondents from the 45 to 64 

age group is significantly higher than their percentage of the whole population (1580 persons).  

Because of this the feedback from the community survey largely reflects the needs and opinions 

of this age group.  This age group, in general, can be described as mid-life, with no children 

living at home (see Figure17), knowledgeable and experienced, getting ready for retirement or 

down-sizing work responsibilities in favor of quality of life priorities, looking for meaningful 

involvement within a community social circle, has leadership potential, increasing pleasure 

travel, and perhaps even looking at moving out of the region.   

Figure18:   Birch Hills County Population – By Age                                     

N = 1580  

Percentage of Survey 

Respondents  

Cluster -18 to 29 11% .7% 

Cluster - 30 to 44 17% 16.3% 

Cluster - 45 to 64 31% 61.7% 

Cluster - 65 to 79 11% 19.1% 

Cluster - 80+ 3% 2.1% 

Figure16:  Number of Persons Living in 

Household 

(n = 144) 

Response Count Percent 

1 13 9% 

2 92 63% 

3 15 10% 

4 16 11% 

5 3 2% 

6 4 3% 

7 0 0% 

8 1 1% 
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Section 2: Quality of Life  

There were four questions related to quality of life in the survey.  The majority of the survey 

respondents indicated a positive quality of life experience in Birch Hills County (97%).  Note 

that the top descriptives on what makes Birch Hills County a good place to live in are quiet, 

peaceful, natural beauty, and friendliness.   

 

Interestingly, a further analysis of the 4 respondents that indicated an overall poor quality of life 

experience also had children under 18 years of age living in their home.  This outcome may be a 

reflection of the needs of parents and young children not being met – i.e.. accessible 

transportation, extra-curricular activities, day-care, social supports and gatherings for young 

families.  

Figure19:  Quality of Life   

(n= 141) 

Response Count Percent 

Excellent 11 7.8% 

Very  Good 47 33.3% 

Good 79 56.0% 

Poor 4 2.8% 

Very  Poor 0 0.0% 

Figure 21: What makes Birch Hills County a 

good place to live?  

Response Count 

Quiet / Peaceful 43 

Nature / Rivers / Beauty 42 

Friendly / People 30 

  

Figure 20: What would make Birch Hills a 

better place to live 

Response Count 

Demolish Old Buildings 43 

Road maintenance / snow removal  41 

Internet / Cell Service 38 

Clean Up Hamlets / Ditches 30 

Animal Control 25 

Figure 22: Safety in the community? 

(n = 145) 

Response Count Percent 

Excellent 13 9.0% 

Very  Good 63 43.4% 

Good 65 44.8% 

Poor 4 2.8% 

Very  Poor 0 0.0% 
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Section 3: Tourism and Recreation  

A high number of  the survey respondents noted “natural beauty and rivers”  as their top 

descriptive of what they liked about living in Birch Hills County.   Figures 23 to 25 present the 

level of importance and satisfaction related to tourism and recreational opportunities in Birch 

Hills County.  The survey also allowed for comments from the respondents with regards to 

tourism development.  These comments are incorporated into the economic section of this report. 

As shown in Figure 23, 79.9% of the respondents indicated that tourism and recreation 

opportunities were important+ in Birch Hills County.   An analysis of the 24 respondents that 

indicated not important did not reveal any common respondent profile factors (eg.  age, region, 

length of time living in Birch Hills County).   

 

Further details, shown in Figures 24 and 25, indicate importance and satisfaction by the type of 

tourism and recreational opportunities available.  A number of the respondents recommended 

improvements / development of camping and RV parks in Birch Hills County.  

 

 

  

Figure 23: Overall importance of tourism and 

recreation (n = 144) 

Response Count Percent 

Very  Important 43 29.9% 

Important 72 50.0% 

Not important 24 16.7% 

Don’t  Know 5 3.5% 
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Figure 24: Importance of tourism and recreation – by item 

Tourism and Recreation Very Important Not  

Camping / RV’ing 
30.8% (36) 46.2% (54) 17.9% (21) 

Skiing / Tobogganing 
19.5% (22) 36.3% (41) 30.1% (34) 

Hunting / Fishing 
28.2% (31) 41.8% (46) 20.0% (22) 

Jet Boat  Racing  / Boating / Canoeing 
21.6% (24) 39.6% (44) 24.3% (27) 

Trails  for  ATVS, Quads,  Snowmobiling 
24.8% (28) 38.1% (43) 26.5% (30) 

Horseback Riding 
14.2% (16) 36.3% (41) 30.1% (34) 

Other: Golfing 
28.6% (8) 21.4% (6) 25.0% (7) 

Other: Walking / Biking  29.2% (7) 16.7% (4) 29.2% (7) 

Figure 25:   Satisfaction with tourism and recreation 

Tourism and Recreation Very 

Satisfied 

  
Satisfied 

  
Dissatisfied 

Very 

Dissatisfied 
  
Camping / RV’ing 

  
8.1% (11) 64.4% (87) 

  
15.6% (21) 

  
3.7% (5) 

  
Skiing / Tobogganing 

  
1.6% (2) 52.0% (65) 

  
12.8% (16) 

  
5.6% (7) 

  
Hunting / Fishing 

  
12.9% (16) 64.5% (80) 

  
7.3% (9) 

  
1.6% (2) 

Jet Boat  Racing  / 

Boating / Canoeing 

  
12.1% (15) 49.2% (61) 

  
8.1% (10) 

  
0.8% (1) 

Trails for  ATVS, 

Quads, 

Snowmobiling 

  
14.8% (18) 52.5% (64) 

  
7.4% (9) 

  
4.1% (5) 

  
Horseback Riding 

  
5.6% (7) 48.4% (60) 

  
4.0% (5) 

  
4.8% (6) 

  
Other: Golfing 

  
16.7% (4) 41.7% (10) 

  
16.7% (4) 

  
0.0% (0) 

Other: Walking  Biking 15.8% (3) 36.8% (7) 10.5% (2) 0.0% (0) 
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Section 4: Municipal Services  

There were three questions related to municipal services in the Community Survey.  Figure 26  

shows the overall level of satisfaction with municipal services.  Note that 76.4% of the survey 

respondents indicated they were satisfied+ with the services provided by the municipality.  

  

Figure 26:  Overall satisfaction with municipal services 

(n = 141) 

Response Count Percent 

Very  Satisfied 13 9.0% 

Satisfied 97 67.4% 

Dissatisfied 27 18.8% 

Very  Dissatisfied 4 2.8% 

 

 

Figures 27 and 28 show a breakdown of the types of municipal services provided and how they 

were each rated for level of importance and level of satisfaction.  Cross referencing importance 

vs. satisfaction can reveal a number of opportunities for improvement.  For example, 97 of the 

respondents indicated that “By-Law Enforcement” was important+, yet 49 respondents indicated 

they were dissatisfied with the level of service provided.  Addressing this concern can be 

accomplished by a number of proactive activities.  An example would be informing the residents 

of the by-laws through a mail-out of quick fact sheets to all residents.   
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Also, keep in mind that the rating given any particular municipal service is also impacted by   

whether or not the resident receives or uses the service.  Also the quality of the service varies 

across the County; hence overall satisfaction in one area of the County is not necessarily 

reflective of the whole County.   An example extracted from the survey responses was water and 

sewer services in which a number of respondents indicated “not applicable”.    

  

Figure 27:  Importance of municipal services – by type 

Municipal Service Very 

Important 

 
Important 

Not 

important 

By-law Enforcement (traffic,  animal control) 
 

46.9% (53) 38.9% (44) 

 
8.8% (10) 

  

Public Works  (roads & snow  removal) 

 

72.9% (86) 24.6% (29) 

 

0.0% (0) 
  
Parks and Pathways 

 
26.2% (28) 50.5% (54) 

 
13.1% (14) 

  
Town  Website 

 
22.2% (22) 26.3% (26) 

 
16.2% (16) 

  

Development Services (building permits, etc) 

 

18.6% (19) 44.1% (45) 

 

9.8% (10) 

Outdoor Recreation Facilities 
 

30.4% (34) 53.6% (60) 

 
7.1% (8) 

  
Indoor Recreation Facilities  

 
31.8% (34) 53.3% (57) 

 
5.6% (6) 

  
Cultural and Historical Services  

 
22.5% (25) 39.6% (44) 

 
21.6% (24) 

Social  Services 
 

30.6% (33) 45.4% (49) 

 
6.5% (7) 

  
RCMP 

 
53.0% (62) 38.5% (45) 

 
1.7% (2) 

  
Fire Services 

 
64.3% (74) 32.2% (37) 

 
1.7% (2) 

  
Ambulance 

 
65.0% (76) 27.4% (32) 

 
1.7% (2) 

  
Water  / Sewer  Services 

 
50.0% (56) 26.8% (30) 

 
3.6% (4) 

  
Garbage Pick-up, Land-fill / Transfer Stations 

 
46.2% (54) 41.9% (49) 

 
3.4% (4) 



 
ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT REPORT - Birch Hills County         June 2013 37 
 

 

Respondents were given the opportunity to provide feedback on municipal services in the 

Community Survey.  Figure 29 shows the number of respondents providing feedback, along with 

a clustering of the top five recommendations (most frequently noted).  

 

Don't Over Grade Roads  

Enforce By-Laws  

Incentives – e.g beautification awards  

Host County-wide Community Events  

Plant Trees and Flowers 

 

 

Figure 28:  Satisfaction with municipal services – by type 

Municipal Service Very 

Satisfied 

 
Satisfied 

 
Dissatisfied 

Very 

Dissatisfied 

By-law Enforcement (traffic safety, animal control) 
 

6.2% (8) 44.2% (57) 
 

24.0% (31) 
 

14.0% (18) 

  
Public Works  (roads& snow  removal) 

 
10.5% (14) 42.9% (57) 

 
29.3% (39) 

 
14.3% (19) 

  
Parks and Pathways 

 
3.2% (4) 44.8% (56) 

 
24.8% (31) 

 
5.6% (7) 

  
Town  Website 

 
1.7% (2) 37.4% (43) 

 
6.1% (7) 

 
1.7% (2) 

  
Development Services (building permits, etc) 

 
7.4% (9) 56.2% (68) 

 
0.8% (1) 

 
0.8% (1) 

Outdoor Recreation Facilities 
 

0.8% (1) 59.5% (75) 
 

21.4% (27) 
 

1.6% (2) 

  
Indoor Recreation Facilities  

 
1.7% (2) 61.3% (73) 

 
12.6% (15) 

 
5.9% (7) 

  
Cultural and Historical Services  

 
2.5% (3) 57.4% (70) 

 
6.6% (8) 

 
2.5% (3) 

Social  Services 
 

1.7% (2) 39.7% (48) 
 

17.4% (21) 
 

7.4% (9) 

  
RCMP 

 
5.3% (7) 70.5% (93) 

 
12.1% (16) 

 
3.0% (4) 

  
Fire Services 

 
19.2% (25) 66.2% (86) 

 
8.5% (11) 

 
2.3% (3) 

  
Ambulance 

 
15.0% (20) 62.4% (83) 

 
9.0% (12) 

 
1.5% (2) 

  
Water  / Sewer  Services 

 
10.3% (13) 49.2% (62) 

 
8.7% (11) 

 
2.4% (3) 

  
Garbage Pick-up, Land-fill / Transfer Stations 

 
16.7% (22) 63.6% (84) 

 
9.8% (13) 

 
3.0% (4) 

Figure 29: Suggestions to improve 

municipal services  

(n = 127) 

Response Count Percent 

Yes 69 54.3% 

No 58 45.7% 
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Section 5:  Communication and Technology 

There were two questions in the Community Survey related to communication and technology.  

These questions were included to discern the most common method of how respondents acquired 

information about what is happening in the County, and how they use technology in their daily 

lives.  Note that of the survey respondents 81.6% indicated the local newspaper as a key source 

of information.  Birch Hills County provides a subscription for the local newspaper to all 

households at no charge; hence disseminating information through the local newspaper has 

proven to be very effective.   Note that the second most common method of information sourcing 

is through “word of mouth”.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Figure 31  15.6% of the respondents indicated that they do not have access the internet.  

Further analysis indicated the majority of these respondents were 65+ years of age.  A large 

number of the respondents who indicated they do access / use the internet indicated they were 

frustrated with the reliability and strength of their signals. This is especially noted for 

respondents that use the internet to conduct business.  Frustration with connectivity was also 

frequently noted with regards to cell phone signals.  

 

Figure 30:  Sources of information 

regarding Birch Hills County (n = 147) 

Response Count Percent 

Rycroft Signal 120 81.6% 

Mail Outs 46 31.3% 

County Website 24 16.3% 

County Newsletter 48 32.7% 

Word  of mouth 69 46.9% 

Community signs 29 19.7% 

Other –  Ag. Society, 

computer, phone 

6 4.1% 

Figure 31:  Access to the Internet  

(n = 147) 

Response Count Percent 

No 23 15.6% 

Have  Internet 88 59.9% 

Use for business purposes 72 49.0% 

Upgrade software regularly 38 25.9% 

Use social  media 56 38.1% 
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Section 6:  Closing Comments 

Residents of Birch Hills County embraced the opportunity to provide feedback through the 

Community Survey.  There were a number of comments from respondents thanking the Council 

for the opportunity to provide input, acknowledgement of the overall good job the Council and 

County staff are doing, and a willingness to get involved and volunteer for initiatives that the 

County needed help with.   Samples of comments from the survey respondents are listed below:  

“Really appreciate efforts, lots of forums is good,  keep  up good  work, need  community spirit 

efforts, long term planning is necessary…  

“I would help plant the flowers if they provided them”  

“Like the blend of councilors and issues are being addressed I have become more informed than 

before … advertising in the signal is good.  Doing a great job … really appreciate your 

volunteer hours on our behalf.  

We all need to help … act as a whole county 

Thanks to county for initiating the survey looking forward to results 

For council and staff  .. Continue to make this county the best place to live. 

Like to see staff and council taking part community events and volunteering where they can hear 

and see what is happening 

“I believe the county is actively looking for ways to attract people and businesses.. that is the 

most important thing they  can do for  our  county. All of us are responsible for making Birch 

Hills a great place to live and to enhance our quality of life” 

“I feel council is doing excellent. Survey is excellent for letting us voice our opinions” 
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 Part 3 – Recommendations 
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Recommendations 

External 

1. Develop a contact list for external stakeholders in the County (i.e.: CN Rail, Devon, 

Alberta Government) and open the lines of communication between parties. 

 

External recommendations usually fall outside the realm or capabilities of a municipality 

to address. These are usually threats or opportunities that the municipality has little 

influence on. That being said there are occasionally things the municipality can do to 

better prepare to do deal with them. Birch Hills County has identified a concern that oil 

and gas revenue will decline in future years which will result in reduced revenue for the 

municipality. Birch Hills County has decided to invest in a strategy to look at ways of 

diversifying and offsetting revenue shortfall in the future. This report is the first step in 

that direction and an example of what a municipality does have control over when 

dealing with external issues. 

 

It is recommended that Birch Hills County Elected leaders and senior staff develop a 

contact list of any oil, gas, mining, forestry, etc companies, operating, harvesting or 

exploring in the County and begin regular communication with senior officials of the 

companies.  Additionally, while CN rail, no longer runs in Birch Hills County, the recent 

developments of” oil on rail” may open up new opportunities for the County to pursue. 

Inviting senior officials from CN Rail to discuss CN expansion in the northwest would be 

the first step in engaging CN Rail. 

  “Bring in Starbucks and Super Shell.” Community Survey Respondent.  
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Internal 

1. Create a Community Engagement Committee 

 

Throughout the course of the gathering of information through the open houses and the 

surveys, numerous ratepayers expressed an interest in a willingness to participate in the 

unification and rejuvenation of the County as a whole. Birch Hills County Council has 

been adamant throughout the process of this work that they wanted ratepayer input and 

involvement.  

  

In order to encourage that involvement and in order to benefit from the innovative and 

knowledgeable ratepayers within the County, the County should develop a Community 

Engagement Committee.  The committee would consist of one County Council member, 

one representative each from the hamlets of Watino, Tangent, Eaglesham and Wanham 

and one rural resident. The make-up of the committee will encourage regional projects 

and initiatives. 

i. Committee Terms of Reference attached (see Appendix B) 

The purpose of the Community Engagement Committee is to guide advice and 

support the Community Engagement Director who will report to the Chief 

Administrative Officer in providing advice to Birch Hills County Council on 

community engagement opportunities. 

 

2. Hire a Community Engagement Director 

 

A large number of comments in both the community open houses and the ratepayer 

survey focused on community engagement and involvement in developing community 

projects. Comments ranged from more community festivals, farmers’ markets, artist 



 
ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT REPORT - Birch Hills County         June 2013 43 
 

communities, County and business promotion, and increased services through 

organizations like Family and Community Support Services (FCSS).  Overall response to 

the survey was positive with a number of respondents applauding the County for its 

recent moves to communicating more with ratepayers. While there was a broad range of 

suggestions for the County to pursue, the common denominator among the majority was 

that it would take a County staff person to undertake the coordination or provide 

assistance to a volunteer group to move forward with the recommendations.  There were 

also numerous responses from respondents that they would willingly participate in the 

development, organization and hosting of events, but there needs to be someone to 

coordinate the volunteers. 

i. Job description attached (see Appendix C) 

The Community Engagement Director’s role will be to stimulate and organize resident 

involvement across a geographical area and will involve working to build strong 

relationships with local communities, neighbors, schools, community groups, youth 

groups and local businesses through face to face activities including organizing, attending 

and running events, and developing educational activities. The CED will also have skills 

in community fundraising, membership recruitment, volunteer management and will be 

involved in economic development and tourism for the County. The CED will develop 

alternative methods of engagement to reach a wider section of the community than 

traditional methods. 
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The Community Engagement Director, with support from the Community Engagement 

Committee, will also: 

a. Research opportunities to develop or partner with neighboring FCSS offices 

i. Identify services required by County ratepayers 

ii. Research value of offering services within the County or through 

partnership with neighboring FCSS offices or other organizations. 

 

b. Develop a Tourism community attraction strategy 

ii. Develop opportunity plan for artist/outdoor recreation community 

iii. Research opportunities for Bed and Breakfasts 

iv. Research opportunities for County vacation packages – farmers markets, 

art market, outdoor recreation etc… 

“Create a tourism department.” Community Survey Respondent 

b. Engage participation of cultural groups in economic development 

opportunities 

i. Research and pursue opportunities such as that of the Pine Haven Hutterite 

Colony’s farm based market. 

 

 

3. Review Land Use Bylaws 

 

Birch Hills County has a comprehensive and relatively updated Land Use Bylaw. The 

community survey identified opportunities to attract new residents to the region. There is 

also a growing retiring population that may choose to move into Birch Hill County 

hamlets. In preparation for that opportunity County Council may want to revisit the 

bylaw with regard to Hamlet General, to include provisions for: 

a. Grandmother suites 

b. Multi-family dwellings 

Additionally the County Council and administration may wish to pursue the option of 

introducing a business license to allow the County to better track businesses located in 

the County to simplify the process of promoting County businesses. 
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c. Introduce a business license to develop a comprehensive business directory and 

the opportunity to promote County businesses. 

“Offer free registration to all home businesses with incentives to advertise 

on the community website …” Community Survey Respondent 

 

 

4. Promote communication, Community,  County Businesses and Business 

Opportunities 

 

a. Develop material for economic development department: 

i. Complete Branding exercise to review if perception of County is what the 

County wants 

ii. Creation of promotional material for economic opportunities 

iii. Creation of tourism promotional material 

iv. Creation of County Photography contest to build community pride and 

County photo library (see Appendix D) 

v. Creation of business development package and process to simplify 

development permit process 

vi. Build on existing County website to encourage ratepayer use 

vii. Coordinate County Newsletter with the existing Eaglesham and District 

Agricultural  Society Newsletter 

viii. Request presentation from ThinkLocal Market and consider value for 

County Businesses (http://thinklocalmarket.com/) 

 

“Better support services for business and community…” Community Survey Respondent 

 

b. Continue to engage community through open houses 

i. Host annual community open house to update on County business plan 

“Happy you are asking community for input.” Community Survey Respondent 

 

5. Hamlet beautification and Farm beautification awards 

 

The number one comment heard through the County open houses and community survey 

was the need to beautify the County’s hamlets. Residents were pleased to see the 
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demolition of dilapidated buildings and encouraged the County Council and 

Administration to continue with their efforts. 

 

“I would really like to see a beautiful little community we live in. The ones that 

make an effort have gratification in seeing the whole town look the same.” 

      Community Survey Respondent 

  

  

6. Consider the one-day elected officials economic development course through the 

Economic Developers Association of Alberta 

The Elected Officials Course gives this unique group of community leaders specialized 

information on the strategies, tools and resources needed to help their communities 

thrive. It delivers information on issues such as: (see https://aeda.alberta.ca/) 

 The role and function of community economic development 

 Issues and best practice examples in areas like: business investment, tourism 

development, industrial development, and leveraging public and private 

partnerships. 

 How to manage the process: bringing the whole community to the table. 

 How to create effective outcomes for your community. 

 

Community 

7. School (programs, housing, promotion) 

 

a. Engage youth in volunteer opportunities in community 

b. Continue to pursue Outdoor Pursuits Program 

c. Explore opportunities for student exchange with other schools 

 

“County Support for local schools” &” Please do anything and 

everything to keep school” Many Community Survey Respondents 
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8. Internet Coop 

 

One of the most common concerns or issues, and definitely a deterrent to home based 

business, was the lack of high quality and fast internet service. One resident has resolved 

this issue by purchasing a booster and installing an additional tower to improve service. 

The reality is, this was a common concern among ratepayers from across the County. 

Traditionally this issue would fall under the external recommendations as normally this is 

a utility issue. The County could assign a staff member to approach service providers to 

look at opportunities to increase towers and service to the County to the benefit of all 

residents. 

 

a. With the support of County administration, research and explore the opportunity 

to set up an internet coop that is community own and managed. 

b. Alternately, the County could pursue opportunities to set a water coop. 

 

“High speed internet for all residents” Many Community Survey Respondents 
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Part 4 – Closing Comments 
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Closing Comments:   As of the end of June 2013, Birch Hills County completed the development 

of a community economic development strategy, reviewed governance models for a community 

engagement and economic development department, budgeting for a department, reviewed the 

option of establishing a Community Engagement Committee and the hiring of a Community 

Engagement Director and now must decide on next steps. 

 

It is clear that Council has decided community engagement and economic development is a 

priority and should move forward. It also appears from the responses at the three community 

open houses and the submission of 147 survey responses, the ratepayers of Birch Hills County 

agree. It, however, appears there is not yet consensus on what “next steps” they should pursue.  It 

is not that uncommon for a council to have some difficulty in coming to a consensus on what 

they should be doing with regard to community engagement and economic development; Birch 

Hills County Council appears to agree they have to do something. 

 

Council needs to continue discussion on community engagement and economic development and 

they need to agree to make small steps that will lead to something much bigger. It is the opinion 

of PREDA that the following reccomendations should be implemented in order to carry forward. 

Two of the primary recommendations of this report for Birch Hills County are that they pursue 

the development of a Community Engagement Committee and hire a Community Engagement 

Director. Response from the Community survey has indicated a great desire within the County to 

develop a sense of community, support and promote community events, increase some services 

to the community residents and start the process to move toward economic development. 
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Two issues that need to be addressed to ensure economic development are, 1) improved internet 

services and 2) improved potable water access. Both items are crucial to increased migration of 

people and business to the County.  While Birch Hills County elected officials and senior 

administration debate the financial and logistical requirements of adopting the primary 

recommendations, there are steps the County can take to move ahead.   

External 

 Meet with Canadian National Railway to discuss new developments in northwest Alberta. 

 

 Determine who the primary oil and gas, mining and forestry companies operating in the 

county are, and develop a strategy to meet with key executives to determine future 

potential. 

 

 Establish contact with industry proposing developments in the northwest (Savage and 

Altex) to determine opportunities within the County 

 

Internal 

 Continue with a yearly open house to provide an open format for ratepayers to meet with 

elected officials and senior administration. 

 Create a Community Engagement Committee to engage local ratepayers to develop a 

stronger sense of community and create an avenue for open communication between 

ratepayers and elected officials and senior administration. 

 Creation of a business development package for new businesses and proposed 

developments to simplify the process and  to include: 

o County development forms, 

o Information on building inspectors and inspection process 

o Information on building permits 

o Website address for County land use bylaws 

o Information on lenders, ie: community futures 

o Information on chambers of commerce including benefit packages 
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o Business license application – to be created and implemented. 

 Creation of promotional material 

o Website – update to include community engagement and development  

department information 

o Brochure 

o Display banners 

o Marketing strategy 

 Review Land Use Bylaw, in particular with regard to Hamlet General 

o Potential for Grandmother Suites 

o Potential for Multi-family dwellings 

 Join the Alberta Economic Developers Association  

o Review website for information relevant to County 

 Consider the one-day, elected officials economic development course through the 

Economic Developers Association of Alberta 

 

Community 

 Engage regular discussion with Schools in the County to help identify what role the 

County may be able to play in supporting the schools future in the County. 

  Research potential for an internet coop (alternately water) 

o Information on coops included in strategy. 

o Research possible grants. 

o May need to set up or utilize an existing association in County to apply for grant 

(agricultural association, community association)  
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Ultimately the County has a major decision to make. In his book 13 Ways to Kill Your 

Community, Doug Griffiths, Minister of Municipal Affairs and MLA for Wainwright, Alberta 

and Kelly Clemmer state; 

“The first way to ensure that you will kill your community is to neglect the quality and 

quantity of water. … However, assuming that your goal is to kill your community then 

you must ensure there are no plans in place or efforts made to build on the quality and 

quantity of the water that your community has access to. Work hard to oppose every 

initiative, every discussion and every idea about improving the quality or quantity of 

water that your community has access to.” 

 

The other recommendations cited in this strategy will be easier to implement should the County 

choose to hire a Community Engagement Director: a draft job description is located in the 

Appendix section. The County can look at various opportunities to fund this position including 

the Municipal Internship program offered through Alberta Municipal Affairs. (see  

http://municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/). The deadline for this program has passed but background 

work can be done to prepare for an application for 2014. 

 Creation of a comprehensive business directory including home based businesses, 

complete with email addresses (should include any tourism based business as well) 

 Research potential Grants to advance strategy and economic development 

 

Birch Hills County needs to look at options to improve both internet and water quality and 

quantity for the County and its residents. This is essential for both residential and commercial 

development and attraction.  

A viable option for the County is to consider the development of an internet and/or water coop. 

The Appendix section contains information on coops and water coops in particular. Information 
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on the Alberta Federation of Rural Water Cooperatives Ltd. (AFRWC), Alberta Agriculture and 

Rural Development Rural Water Program and information on how to create a water coop.  

Included in the Appendix section is a copy of the Cooperative Development Initiative 2009 – 

2013 a Government of Canada initiative delivered in partnership with the cooperative sector 

designed to help people develop co-ops and to research and test innovate ways of using the 

cooperative model. The maximum amount of funding for Innovate Cooperative Projects is 

$75,000 per year per project and the minimum proponent contribution is 25% per project. 

 

Eligible recipients are not-for-profit organizations, universities and colleges, cooperatives as 

individual researchers and co-operative developers who are working in collaboration with an 

established co-op sector or research entity. As the County does not have an existing water coop 

they could apply through an existing society organization such as an agricultural society or a 

community hall association. The County can continue to work on the other recommendations of 

this strategy and still see improvement in the development of the County; however, to see a 

dramatic change, the County must invest in the internet and water quantity and quality within its 

boundaries. 

 

Also in the Appendix section is information on the Government of Canada’s Community 

Development Program, Building Rural and Northern Partnerships. This program offers up to 

two thirds of total project costs to a maximum of $75,000 per project for regional projects for the 

north. The program is open to local governments and projects that may receive funding include 

projects under the categories of Partnerships, knowledge building and workshops.  
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Areas the County may wish to pursue this funding include: 

 Workshops where participants develop an action plan to address barriers and challenges 

to community development 

 

 Natural resource-based regional partnerships developing economic opportunities around 

community led bio-economy  projects such as alternative energy and bio-technology 

initiatives 

 

 Multi community partnerships seeking a regional strategy to add economic value to an 

amenity – tourism 

 

 Knowledge building project related the development and dissemination of a guide and the 

mapping tools needed to tap into amenities 

 

  

The Community Development Program, Building Rural and Northern Partnerships program will 

require regional partnerships. The Appendix section also includes information on the Prairie 

Farm Rehabilitation program. Further investigation is required to determine any projects the 

County may wish to pursue and whether the funding programs are still available. Any and all 

grants can be completed by administration of Birch Hills County or by a grant writer/consultant 

services such as that offered by PREDA (see Appendix F).  

 

By following the strategy and accessing funding opportunities, Birch Hills County will be able to 

achieve its goal of creating an environment that nurtures and creates community engagement and 

economic development opportunities.  The closing matrix provides a guideline for the County as 

it pursues its next steps.  
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Figure 32:  Birch Hills County – Project Matrix 

 

Strategy Key Steps 

 

Deliverables 

External   

Meet with Canadian National 

Railway to discuss new 

developments in northwest 

Alberta. 

 Contact Mike Cory VP 

Western Canada CN Rail 

Open doors for future 

communication 

Determine who the primary oil 

and gas, mining and forestry 

companies operating in the 

county are, and develop a 

strategy to meet with key 

executives to determine future 

potential. 

 Utilize tax and assessment 

records to identify industry 

 Research key contacts and 

arrange introductory 

meetings 

Create a relationship 

between industry and 

County’s elected officials 

and senior administration 

staff. 

Establish contact with industry 

proposing developments in the 

northwest (Savage and Altex) 

to determine opportunities 

within the County 

 Attend open houses held 

by similar industry in 

neighboring municipalities 

monitor developments  

Create a relationship 

between industry and 

County’s elected officials 

and senior administration 

staff to open doors for 

discussion. 

Internal   

Continue with yearly open 

house 
 Follow up from present 

open houses on a yearly 

basis. 

Open lines of 

communication 

established between 

ratepayers, elected 

officials and County staff. 

Create a Community 

Engagement Committee 
 Identify County ratepayers 

from each hamlet and the 

rural region willing to 

participate and provide 

input and leadership in 

community engagement. 

 Create committee council 

and adopt terms of 

reference 

 Appoint council member 

to committee 

 

Engage local ratepayers to 

develop a stronger sense 

of community and create 

an avenue for open 

communication between 

ratepayers and elected 

officials and senior 

administration. 

Creation of a business 

development package 
 County development 

forms, 

 Information on building 

inspectors and inspection 

process 

Development package 

created to assist new and 

existing businesses 

develop in County 
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 Information on building 

permits 

 Website address for 

County land use bylaws 

 Information on lenders, ie: 

community futures 

 Information on chambers 

of commerce including 

benefit packages 

 Business license 

application – to be created 

and implemented. 

 

Birch Hills County 

Promotional Material 

developed 

 Website – update to 

include community 

engagement and 

development  department 

information 

 Brochure 

 Display banners 

 Marketing strategy 

 

Increase public awareness 

of opportunities in Birch 

Hills County 

Review Land Use Bylaw  Potential for Grandmother 

Suites 

 Potential for Multi-family 

dwellings 

 

County proactive should 

opportunity arise for new 

residents. 

Research Water and internet 

options including Coops 
 Review options for 

bringing potable water to 

county 

 Review coop potential 

 Identify potential coop 

members or existing 

organization to pursue 

funding 

 Review potential grants for 

development 

 Allocate funds for grant 

leveraging 

 Budget for water line and 

potential water plant 

development 

 

Join Economic Development 

Agencies 
 Join Alberta Economic 

Developers Association  

 Attend yearly conferences 

Increased awareness 

provincially of Birch Hills 

County 
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Access information 

relevant to economic 

development  

 

Enroll in one-day elected 

officials course through 

Economic Developers 

Association of Alberta 

 Contact  Community 

Futures of Peace River to 

identify next course 

 Enroll County Council and 

Economic Development 

Council 

Increase County Council’s 

understanding of 

economic development 

and develop cohesive 

expectations 

Engage regular discussion 

with Schools in the County 
 Invite regular School 

presentations to Council 

Identify what role the 

County may be able to 

play in supporting the 

schools future in the 

County 

Creation of a comprehensive 

business directory including 

home based businesses, 

complete with email addresses 

(should include any tourism 

based business as well) 

 Review assessment 

documents to identify 

businesses in County 

 Advertise through website, 

newsletter and Rycroft 

Signal opportunity for 

local business to be 

included in directory 

Comprehensive business 

directory 

Identify potential 

development opportunities 

Establish network with 

area business 

Create tool for local use to 

increase utilization of area 

businesses 

Research Water and internet 

options including Coops 
 Review options for 

bringing potable water to 

county 

 Review coop potential 

 Identify potential coop 

members or existing 

organization to pursue 

funding 

 Review potential grants for 

development 

 Allocate funds for grant 

leveraging 

 Budget for water line and 

potential water plant 

development 

 

Newsletter coordination with 

Eaglesham Agricultural 

Society 

 Arrange meeting 

Eaglesham Agricultural 

Society to establish 

relationship and 

opportunity 

Increase communication 

with ratepayers 
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Research potential Grants to 

advance strategy and 

economic development 

 Review grant opportunities 

included in strategy 

 Review provincial and 

federal grant opportunities 

 Identify nonprofit 

associations in community 

to utilize for application 

 Create engagement/ 

community economic 

development society to 

utilize for applications 

 Apply for grants or hire 

grant writer/consultant 

Additional funds to move 

strategy forward 

 

Birch Hills County has made a proactive step in creating an environment for Community 

engagement and economic development. Engaging ratepayers through the development of this 

strategy which included open houses and a comprehensive survey, has allowed the County to 

hear from its ratepayers on what they believe are strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

facing the County. 

At this point the County may choose to allocate resources, both financial and administrative to 

move ahead with this strategy, allocate resources and develop a Request for Proposal (RFP) to 

solicit consultants to help move them forward, or postpone aggressive implementation of the 

strategy until after a municipal election in the fall of 2013 and forward the recommendations to 

the incoming council. 
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Appendices 

 

A   Community Survey Template 

B  Community Engagement Committee – Terms of Reference Draft 

C Community Engagement Director – Job Profile Draft 

D Photography Contest – Clear Hills Sample 

E  Community Newsletter - Sample 

F Municipal Services Offered – PREDA  

G Resource Links 


