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Chapter Summary 

The Purple Martin Festival is an annual, one-day celebration of Purple Martins (a bird species in decline across North America) 

that takes place annually in Camrose, Alberta, Canada. In 2002, Purple Martins were chosen as a flagship species by a local 

conservation organization, and have since become the focus of widespread research and conservation efforts, as well as a 

community-based Martin nest box landlord program. The Purple Martin Festival serves as the culmination of these efforts 

each year, and brings together a diverse group of stakeholders involved in various aspects of Martin conservation. This paper 

demonstrates how the festival has key implications for social, economic, and environmental sustainability related to Purple 

Martins, and reflects the growing body of research indicating the positive impacts that ecotourism, specifically wildlife 

festivals, can have on a local community. The festival’s connections to sustainability are supported by an annual Martin survey 

that tracks the status of the local Martin populations over time, and a participant survey that tracks visitor experiences and 

dynamics at the Purple Martin Festival each year. Key mechanisms for success of the annual festival and its subsequent 

implications for sustainability and conservation include establishing a notable public profile, engaging in baseline research, 

and ensuring stakeholder involvement, particularly in the form of citizen science. The Purple Martin Festival is an example of 

an innovative conduit between theory and practice; the choice of Purple Martins as a flagship species served as the impetus 

for notable gains made in all areas of sustainability related to Purple Martin conservation, leading to the formation of the 

Purple Martin Festival, which continues to serve as the backbone of a network of Martin enthusiasts, Camrose-based Martin 

research, and overall local environmental stewardship, sustainability, and conservation.   

 

Learning Objectives:  

At the end of this chapter readers should be able to: 

1. To determine the extent to which wildlife festivals exemplify the growing phenomenon of ecotourism; 
2. To examine the broad range of positive and negative impacts of wildlife festivals; 
3. To explore the key drivers associated with wildlife festivals and community-based wildlife conservation; 
4. To identify ways that wildlife festivals positively and negatively impact environmental, social, and economic 

sustainability. 
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The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 

As a leisure activity, ecotourism has grown significantly in terms of global participation, economic impact, and as a subject of 

academic study. With increasing environmental awareness worldwide, environmentally-based events and sojourns are more 

appealing to both tourists and providers of tourism services as they tend to provide similar community and economic 

incentives to traditional tourism, with the addition of potential conservation benefits for local environments and communities. 

These conservation benefits may include incentives to establish or manage protected areas, revenue for wildlife and habitat 

management, economic impact to nearby communities, incentives for local residents to invest in wildlife conservation, 

alternatives to other uses that cause more environmental damage, and public support developed through environmental 

education (Hvenegaard, 2011). These environmental benefits complement and enhance the social and economic benefits 

typically experienced by communities associated with tourism activities (Weaver, 2001). For this reason, ecotourism is 

considered to be doubly appealing, both filling demand in the tourism industry and contributing to long-term social, 

economic, and environmental sustainability. 

  

Many efforts have been made to define ecotourism (Fennell, 2001; Donohoe & Needham, 2006), leading to a diverse, but not 

agreed upon, set of definitions (Buckley, 2013). However, the discourse surrounding ecotourism has produced recurring 

themes that can be largely distilled into three main principles: nature-based tourism activities in natural areas, significant 

environmental education components, and management for sustainability (Blamey, 1997, 2001; Weaver 2001). Accordingly, 

ecotourism as an industry is largely characterized by the emphasis put on learning about or appreciating nature in a natural 

environment and integrating practices that benefit and sustain the local economy, culture, and environment in which the 

ecotourism venture is situated (Ross & Wall, 1999; Weaver & Lawton, 2007). Common ecotourism activities include wildlife 

viewing, bird watching, whale watching, and plant studies (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2007; Weaver, 2001).  

 

As context, there are both positive and negative trends related to ecotourism experiences (Weaver, 2001). For many 

communities, opportunities to access natural areas are declining as land is converted from a natural condition. This problem is 

exacerbated as people fall further out of contact with nature due to diminished leisure time, competing interests, and fear of 

the outdoors. Nevertheless, given the focus of ecotourism on natural areas, educational opportunities, and sustainability, 

there are significant opportunities to promote positive change in this area. Because ecotourism depends on human 

interactions with the natural environment, parks and protected areas often provide the requisite natural habitat and viewing 

opportunities for target species. Thus, meeting the demand for ecotourism can protect or enhance habitats for ecotourism 

experiences. In addition, environmental education can provide meaningful experiences that ecotourists desire with the target 

species, the natural habitat, and with fellow ecotourists. These ecotourists can range from specialists (who crave specific 

experiences with, and information about, a target species) to generalists (who want a broad, nature-based experience). Last, 

ecotourism ideally promotes sustainability of wildlife, local economies, and nearby communities. Knowing that the influx of 

ecotourists to a community can generate both positive and negative impacts on the environment, economy, and 

communities, planners and managers can seek to minimize the negative impacts, and optimize the positive impacts. One 

particular subset of ecotourism, wildlife festivals, has a strong basis in local communities and will be the focus of this case 

study (Hvenegaard, 2011). 

 

Community festivals are events held primarily for the purpose of public celebration (Getz, 2008). Wildlife festivals are one 

type of public, community-based festival that has been growing in popularity. These celebrations focus specifically on local 
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wildlife features or similar natural elements and occur over a short period of time, typically 1-4 days (Lawton & Weaver, 2010; 

Hvenegaard, 2011). They may either feature specific, target species or may be broader, and feature groups of species or 

nature in general. The focus or scope of a festival is primarily determined by the habitats available by and wildlife present in a 

specific, natural area (Slotkin, 2005). These festivals tend to attract mostly local and regional visitors, and are host to a diverse 

range of opportunities for education, recreation, and socialization related to wildlife and the local environment. As they are a 

subset of ecotourism, wildlife festivals should promote the goals of ecotourism, with most festivals being inherently nature-

based, putting a large emphasis on education, and often managing and using sustainable practices to host their event 

(Lawton, 2008). The goal of this case study is to examine the growth and trends of the annual Purple Martin Festival, a wildlife 

festival held in Camrose, Alberta, and the festival’s connections to local social, economic, and environmental sustainability 

related to Purple Martin conservation. 

The Innovation 

Case Context  

The Purple Martin Festival takes place in Camrose, Alberta, Canada, a regional hub for industry, education, arts, and finance. 

The city is situated in the aspen parkland natural region of east central Alberta, about 100 km southeast of Edmonton, on the 

northern edge of the Great Plains. The geography of the region promotes industrial agriculture as the main economic driver. 

Over the past decade, the city of Camrose has experienced rapid growth. The population has risen from 15,630 in 2006 to 

18,069 in 2014, a 15.6% increase over 8 years (Statistics Canada, 2012; City of Camrose, 2014). This growth has inevitably lead 

to the continued development and expansion of the city, posing a potential threat to the green spaces, natural features, and 

wildlife populations of the area (Hvenegaard & Barr, 2015). Fortunately, Camrose is home to an extensive green space and 

trails network, featuring over 1,750 ha of park and open greenspaces, 21 km of paved trails, and 15 km of nature trails (City of 

Camrose, 2010). Community organizations make a conscious effort to promote and preserve this green space by actively 

engaging the public in wildlife and greenspace management through community-based stewardship, education programs, 

enhancement projects, research, and policy development (Hvenegaard & Barr, 2015).  

 

The Camrose community has a long history of involvement with Purple Martins, North America’s largest swallow. Purple 

Martins generally live in colonies and are highly social in their nesting, roosting, and migration. From a northern hemisphere 

perspective, Purple Martins migrate north in the spring to nest in Canada, USA, and Mexico, and migrate south in the fall to 

wintering grounds in South America. Although the species has historically nested in natural cavities (primarily abandoned 

woodpecker holes) in Alberta, Purple Martins nesting east of the Rocky Mountains are almost entirely dependent on the 

human-made nest structures.  

 

Birds made use of human-built nest boxes in Camrose as early as 1918 (Finlay, 1975), and there is an active Martin landlord 

program today. Although Purple Martins are considered ‘least concern’ by the IUCN, over the past few decades, Purple 

Martins and other aerial insectivore species have suffered steep declines in population (more than any other group of birds) 

due to a variety of factors including reduced insect numbers, habitat loss, pesticide use, and climate change affecting their 

wintering areas, breeding grounds, or areas along migration routes (Fraser et al., 2012). According to the breeding bird survey 

for the Prairie Pothole region, Purple Martin populations have dropped 5.4% annually between 1999 and 2009. In 2002, a 

Camrose wildlife conservation group (now called the Camrose Wildlife and Stewardship Society - CWSS) was created, and 
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chose to use Purple Martins as its flagship species, a “species that promote[s] conservation awareness and stewardship efforts 

of people” (Rempel & Hvenegaard, 2013, p. 18). Since then, the CWSS has held community events and programs, including the 

annual Purple Martin Festival (first held in 2010), to encourage public awareness and preservation of Purple Martins and to 

build a network of Purple Martin lovers. 

 

The purpose of the Purple Martin festival is to “provide a high profile, community-based nature tourism event to showcase 

the vision and work of the Camrose Wildlife and Stewardship Society” (Hvenegaard & Barr, in press). Thus, festival organizers 

and the CWSS strive to raise awareness about the role of Purple Martins and other wildlife, offer opportunities for networking 

among Purple Martin and nature enthusiasts, and promote a nest box program for Martins. Each year in late June, about 80-

130 Martin enthusiasts attend the one-day Purple Martin festival to hear from keynote speakers, contribute to workshop 

discussions, join field trips, and learn from fellow participants.  

 

Stakeholders Involved 

While the CWSS plans and delivers the festival, a variety of stakeholders are involved in its planning and execution. The CWSS 

board has been comprised of representatives from the City of Camrose, Ducks Unlimited Canada, Alberta Fish and Wildlife, 

Camrose and District Fish and Game Association, the University of Alberta - Augustana Campus, Wildrose Outdoor Club, 

Camrose Ski Club, Tourism Camrose, Camrose Rotary Club, and other organizations in the local community. The goal of the 

CWSS is to promote a wildlife and greenspace network that enhances community values and quality of life for City of Camrose 

and area residents (Hvenegaard & Barr, in press). To accomplish this goal, the CWSS hosts a multitude of community-based 

stewardship activities and programs connected with the local environment and greenspace network. Each summer, this group 

organizes weekly environmental education events, conducts research on wildlife and habitat conservation, provides advice on 

local urban planning and management, and develops wildlife and greenspace policy.  

 

The Camrose community is also deeply invested in the Purple Martin Festival and Purple Martin conservation. Individual 

community members are engaged as volunteer Martin landlords, responsible for maintaining nest boxes, monitoring Martin 

activity, and collecting standardized data to contribute to Martin research projects (Tremblay & Hvenegaard, 2008). These 

landlords are on the front lines of Martin care and conservation, and thus have a large stake in the festival, often making up a 

significant portion of festival attendees.  

 

The Purple Martin Festival’s network of stakeholders also includes individuals, businesses, and conservation organizations, 

which provide financial or in-kind support. Because wildlife festivals can have notable, positive economic and social impacts 

on the local host community (Hvenegaard, 2011), the City of Camrose and Tourism Camrose have much to gain from the 

festival and the number of people it attracts.  

 

Approach Used and the Impact 

The key innovation is the development and offering of the annual Purple Martin Festival as it contributes to local sustainability 

in Camrose. This sustainability encompasses economic, social, and environmental dimensions related to the conservation of 

Purple Martins. An annual participant survey distributed to festival attendees tracks changes in visitor characteristics, 

experiences, and preferences, allowing planners to evaluate the festival’s success in promoting key ecotourism and 
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sustainability objectives, and enabling festival organizers to better facilitate these aims. In addition, an annual Martin census 

provides information about nesting trends.  

 

Since 2010, the festival has attracted a variety of individuals and families from around Alberta and neighboring provinces. Of 

the participants surveyed between 2010 and 2015 (Table 1), there was a fairly even gender split, with an average age of about 

60 years. Most external visitors (95.6%) reported that they chose to visit Camrose specifically for the festival. Overall, 52.4% 

came from outside of Camrose. These people came from locations as close as Ohaton, a mere 13 km away, or as far as 

Lloydminster, SK up to 226 km away or Vancouver, BC, (1,250 km away; although this person did not come to Camrose 

specifically for the festival). The vast majority (93.2%) of participants would definitely or probably attend the festival again.  

These tourists are the main drivers of the overall positive, yet modest, economic impact in Camrose. In recent surveys, festival 

attendees reported spending between $10 and $1500 (CAD) as a result of the festival, with an average of $79.67 per person. 

Most of this money is spent in or around the Camrose area, contributing to the local economy and bolstering the positive 

reputation of the festival in the local community. Registration fees and opportunities to purchase Purple Martin Festival 

souvenirs ensure that a portion of this money is spent directly at the festival, which contributes to the CWSS fund, future 

Purple Martin Festivals, and further Martin conservation efforts. 

 

The Purple Martin Festival has also contributed to developing social capital in Camrose. Specifically, the festival is central to 

fostering a meaningful and interactive network of active Purple Martin landlords. Currently, landlords are responsible for 

managing approximately 130-140 nest boxes in Camrose. Many of the festival’s activities operate with the intention of 

nurturing these existing landlords, attracting new landlords, improving effective colony management, and sharing valuable 

information amongst Purple Martin lovers. In managing these landlords, the festival capitalizes on two schools of thought that 

may motivate citizens to become and continue being a Purple Martin landlord, those being egoistic and altruistic reasons 

(Pelletier et. al., 1998). Research has shown that egoistic reasons influencing Purple Martin landlords include the connection 

that landlords develop with the birds, a sense of achievement or pride, social interaction with other Martin enthusiasts, 

stimulation of learning, or pure enjoyment (Tremblay & Hvenegaard, 2008). Altruistic motivations specific to the Purple Martin 

landlords include recognition of the intrinsic value of nature and merits of conservation, a desire to help Martins in particular, 

or a motivation to serve others and their community (Tremblay & Hvenegaard, 2008). Knowing these possible motivations can 

help develop strategic approaches for attracting, networking, and supporting landlords.  

 

In any case, the festival serves as a venue that provides a focused atmosphere in which Martin enthusiasts can meet one 

another and share valuable information. In particular, activities like the beginner and advanced landlord discussions, lectures 

by notable wildlife enthusiasts and ornithologists, and tours to Purple Martin houses around Camrose allow for productive 

contact among Martin enthusiasts on the day of the festival.  

 

When attendees were asked about what they “liked most” and their “main reason for attending” the festival, these networks 

of like-minded people were cited as a main attraction. Overall, the most favorable thing about the festival reported by survey 

respondents was the information given and learned throughout the day, followed by the speakers and presentations, 

interaction with the network of Martin lovers, and tours. Respondents’ main reasons for attending the festival were most 

commonly related to a general interest in birds, wildlife, and/or nature. Many of the respondents also cited an interest in 

Purple Martins specifically, Martin management, or the landlord program as their primary motivation for attending. By 

determining these motivations and attractions, organizers are able to continue developing the festival and spreading the word 
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about the Purple Martin landlord program. As Purple Martins in the region are dependent on human-provided nest boxes, and 

evidence suggests that a well-maintained nest box will produce twice as many Martins as an unmaintained one (Hill, 1997), 

further development of this program and awareness of Purple Martins is key to maximizing Martin conservation practices in 

Alberta.   

 

Thus, the festival generates the positive environmental impact of increased Martin productivity and greater number of nesting 

pairs in several ways. First, by developing a network of landlords and increasing landlord skills, there are more landlords 

effectively managing Martin nests which increases nest productivity (Hill, 1997). Second, proceeds from each year’s festival 

are used to purchase 1-2 additional nest box colonies, which are erected within the city. Third, the festival has stimulated a 

new research program that seeks to explore the nesting and migration dynamics of Purple Martins (Hvenegaard, 2014).  

Ideally, the research project will provide valuable information that positively impacts conservation initiatives in Canada (the 

breeding territory), throughout Brazil (the wintering territory), and migratory routes and stopover points in between. The 

project involves attaching geolocators to Camrose-based Purple Martins in an effort to track their migratory flight patterns. 

The project began in 2012 with the distribution of 29 geolocators, and has continued with 37 geos in 2013, 20 in 2014 and 15 

(plus 5 GPS units for more accurate locations) in 2015. To date, 8 geolocators have been retrieved and processed, providing 

valuable insight into the migration routes of the Purple Martins, which can assist continental conservation programs. Last, this 

research project has also increased collaboration amongst Purple Martin enthusiasts and researchers (i.e., citizen science; 

Hvenegaard & Fraser, 2014), generation of interest in Purple Martins, and the development of strong ties between the CWSS 

and other Alberta-based environmental partners, all of which combine to influence further Martin conservation and allow 

Camrose to evaluate local Martin populations in comparison to regional or national trends.  

 

Table 1- Purple Martin Festival Participant Survey Statistics  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Average 

Attendance 130 90 100 90 80 80 95.0 

# Respondents 49 22 33 24 35 37 33.3 

% Female 53% 45% 45% 42% 43% 46% 45.7% 

Average age (years) 58.1 58.3 56.0 65.7 60.8 60.9 60.0 

Average Group Size (# of people) 2.1 2.1 2.7 2.3 2.8 2.4 2.4 

Average money spent per person (CAD; not 

adjusted for inflation) 
$71.14 $55.10 $63.03 $177.39 $57.21 $53.86 $79.67 

% Definitely or probably attend again 94% 91% 97% 88% 97% 92% 93.2% 

 

Implications and Lessons learned 

The primary impact of the Camrose Purple Martin Festival is the encouragement of the Purple Martin landlord program and 

provision of additional nest boxes for Martins, which has led to a notable increase in the local Martin population over time. 

Since the annual Purple Martin survey began in 2003, the total number of Martin pairs living in Camrose has increased from 8 

pairs in 2003 to 86 pairs in 2015 (with a high of 173 pairs in 2009). 
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The key mechanisms for success related to the Purple Martin Festival are threefold. First, in conjunction with the CWSS, the 

Purple Martin Festival has established a notable public profile. In 2015, the CWSS won an Alberta Emerald Award, the highest 

provincial honor rewarding environmental efforts, for the society’s commitment to environmentally conscious initiatives in 

Camrose, including the Purple Martin Festival. Additionally, the Purple Martin Festival has been featured in several media 

outlets and the Purple Martin Update Magazine on multiple occasions, exposing Martin lovers all over North America to this 

Camrose-based initiative. Based on the growing amount of martin-related research, community support, and citizen 

engagement, the CWSS is exploring new and enhanced projects such as a dedicated nature centre, additional specialized 

research, and the naming of Camrose as the “Purple Martin Capital of Alberta,” which would continue to build the festival’s 

public profile. 

 

Second, the success of the Purple Martin Festival has been largely based on the presence of baseline research, on both 

Martins and human participants. The annual Martin survey allows researchers and festival organizers alike to evaluate the 

current state of the Martin populations in the area. This, combined with the information gleaned from the annual festival 

attendee survey allows festival organizers to constantly evaluate the festival’s activities, goals, and direct contributions to 

Martin conservation.  

 

Finally, the third and largest mechanism for success related to the Purple Martin festival is the presence of stakeholder 

involvement. The inclusion of local community members, organizations, and businesses is key to successfully holding the 

festival each year. In particular, local champions that lead initiatives make the festival possible, and promote Martin 

conservation throughout the year and beyond the scope of the landlord program. Stakeholder involvement also plays an 

important, direct role in Martin research in the form of citizen scientists. Citizen science, the practice of involving non-

professionals in directed scientific research (Dickinson et al., 2012), is the backbone of the annual Purple Martin survey. 

Landlords are responsible for keeping track of martin pairs, nests, eggs, and other basic information surrounding their nest 

boxes, making them key citizen scientists that ensure the sustained success of Martin field research from year to year.  

Research regarding citizen science in the Purple Martin project has allowed organizers to respond to motivations and benefits 

central to participants’ experiences to enhance and expand the program. Specifically, Hvenegaard and Fraser (2014) found 

that citizen scientists involved with the Purple Martin program have motivations and perceived benefits in alignment; these 

motivations and benefits include including helping a species in need and learning about Purple Martins. Meeting like-minded 

people was an unexpected, ancillary benefit also experienced by participants. Involvement with the Martin project has helped 

to foster greater awareness of environmental issues in the citizen scientists, as well as given them the tools and motivations to 

become involved with other environmental stewardship projects and practice environmentally-friendly behaviors on a more 

frequent basis. In short, the Purple Martin citizen science program is mutually beneficial to both the individual participants, as 

well as to the project in question and the environment at large.  

 

Critical lessons learned by the CWSS over years of organizing and hosting the Purple Martin Festival have included the need 

for diverse partnerships, the value in educating a broad constituency (not just Purple Martin enthusiasts), the role of high-

profile speakers in generating interest, the value of integrating community development with greenspace stewardship, the 

importance of baseline research, and the need for local champions to lead initiatives. Finally, in the broader context of wildlife 

and greenspace stewardship, research has shown the valuable role of Purple Martins as a flagship species (Rempel & 

Hvenegaard, 2013). In the same way that Purple Martins have become established as the flagship for conservation initiatives 

in Camrose, other notable species may do the same for other locations (Bowen-Jones & Entwistle, 2002; Home et al., 2009; 
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Smith et al., 2012). By expanding and adapting the idea of a place-specific flagship species as a conduit for conservation 

initiatives and an annual wildlife festival, other communities and organizations may experience similar benefits to the ones 

seen in Camrose regarding social, economic, and environmental sustainability related to Purple Martins.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Select a local community with significant natural attractions. What are some potential flagship species that could be 
profiled in a nature or wildlife festival? Select one species and explain why it would work best. 

2. What are some potential negative impacts of a popular and growing wildlife festival? How can these impacts be 
minimized or mitigated? 

3. Should all wildlife offer some related viewing experiences for tourists? Why or why not? 
4. Can society or wildlife viewing attractions rely on tourism benefits in the long term? What could happen if tourism 

declines? 
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