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SUMMARY

Established in 2014, the Regional 

Municipality of Wood Buffalo’s Public Art 

Committee (PAC) has played a key role in 

advocating for and fostering a culturally 

vibrant region engaged through public 

art. In June 2018, the region will install 

its inaugural piece of public art selected 

through the Public Art Program. The PAC 

developed a multi-stage engagement and 

decision-making strategy, which significantly 

relied on residents to provide input on 

the selection of the inaugural piece and 

the location of the site on which it will be 

installed. This engagement and decision-

making strategy was an innovative approach 

at the time it was implemented. 

Public art: 
Creating a culturally vibrant region in Wood Buffalo

By Nabil Malik

RÉSUMÉ

Le Comité d’art public (CAP) de la 

municipalité régionale de Wood Buffalo, mis 

sur pied en 2014, a joué un rôle de premier 

plan en défendant le droit et en favorisant 

les activités d’une région dynamique sur 

le plan culturel grâce à l’art public. En juin 

2018, le gouvernement régional procédera 

à l’installation de la première œuvre 

sélectionnée dans le cadre du programme 

d’art public. Le CAP a mis au point une 

stratégie de mobilisation et de prise de 

décisions en plusieurs étapes. La stratégie 

a misé beaucoup sur les commentaires 

des résidents pour choisir l’œuvre d’art 

et l’endroit où elle sera installée. Cette 

stratégie de mobilisation et de prise de 

décisions constituait lors de son adoption 

une approche novatrice.

ESTABLISHING A  
PUBLIC ART PROGRAM

Cultural policy in community development 

has become widely accepted as an important 

mechanism for jurisdictions to assert 

their attractiveness and distinctiveness.1, 2 

Increasingly, policymakers are recognizing 

the role that arts play in the livability of 

communities, and the social wellbeing 

and quality of life of the residents therein.3 

Specifically, there is a heightened awareness 

of the role that public art plays in establishing 

what Anna Januchta-Szostak calls a “collective 

anchor-point,”4 which can create a sense of 

place, belonging, and identity for communities. 

It is through the desire to create a sense 

of belonging and identity for its residents 

that the Regional Municipality of Wood 

Buffalo (RMWB) established its Public 

Reflections on the River, the RMWB’s inaugural public art piece selected through the Public Art Program.
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Art Program. Support for the program 

was provided by the RMWB’s Municipal 

Development Plan (2011), which encourages 

public art initiatives and provides the 

necessary policy guidance to develop the 

program infrastructure. As part of the Public 

Art Program, the RMWB’s inaugural Public 

Art Policy and Council-appointed Public Art 

Committee (PAC) have been established. 

Since its inception in 2014, the PAC has 

developed several foundational documents 

including the Municipal Public Art Guidelines 

and the Public Art Committee’s Strategic 

Plan. In 2018, the PAC will be integral to 

the development of the RMWB’s first Public 

Art Regional Plan. Additionally, the PAC 

has hosted, partnered with, or supported 

public art initiatives such as the popular 

igNIGHT temporary public art exhibition, the 

Municipal Graffiti Abatement Mural program, 

and workshops that endeavored to build the 

capacity of local artists. These workshops 

were executed in conjunction with other 

community-based arts organizations such 

as Arts Council Wood Buffalo, which is a 

non-profit organization that champions 

investment in the arts within Wood Buffalo.

RE-IMAGINING THE PROCESS 

In 2015, the PAC embarked on acquiring 

its first piece of public art through the 

process as outlined in the Municipal Public 

Art Guidelines. The guidelines require that 

the acquisition process be fair, transparent 

and have a high degree of accountability 

in all decisions. Being transparent and 

accountable to residents and Council is 

ingrained in all of PAC’s processes and 

is aligned with the RMWB’s corporate 

culture. In addition, the PAC wanted the 

acquisition process to have a significant 

public engagement component that went 

beyond the requirements of the guidelines 

or practices of other public art programs in 

Alberta and across the country. 

Based on research of how other 

jurisdictions typically selected public art 

for their communities, it was evident that 

residents were often not included in the 

selection process of the public art piece. 

Rather, art was chosen based on the 

recommendations of expert selection panels, 

which included subject matter experts such 

as artists and art curators. 

It is important to afford residents the 

opportunity to provide their opinions and 

have them considered during the selection 

process. Residents should not be passive 

spectators in the way their community’s 

cultural identity is defined and the way 

public space is created. The PAC wanted to 

re-imagine this established process. They 

wanted residents to become more engaged 

as active participants in selecting public 

art, defining public space, and contributing 

to the region’s cultural identity. Therefore, 

a multi-stage engagement and decision-

making strategy was developed by the PAC, 

which was an innovative approach at the 

time it was implemented.

ENGAGING RESIDENTS  
WITH THE PROCESS

The first stage of the acquisition process 

included the PAC implementing a public 

engagement campaign to identify locations 

in the community where residents would like 

to see public art located. During engagement 

sessions residents were asked to select the 

top three sites where they would like to see 

public art installed using the ‘dotmocracy’ 

method on large maps of the different 

neighborhoods in the community. From 

this process, a site was selected by the 

PAC based on weighing the data collected 

from the public engagement sessions with 

information provided by subject matter 

experts, such as the RMWB’s Engineering 

Department. The experts focused on the 

suitability of each location to accommodate 

a significant piece of public art. Some 

considerations included: geotechnical 

provisions, ownership of land (municipal, 

provincial, or leased by industry), and road 

and traffic impact. 

In the second stage of the acquisition 

process, there was a request for 

qualifications for artists. The artists were 

given parameters in which they had to 

develop their proposals, including budget, 

the history of the region, and the history 

of the selected site. During this stage, a 

selection panel of subject matter experts 

and community members was convened 

to select the best proposals submitted. 

Six artists were chosen by the selection 

panel. The selected artists submitted 

their proposals for the region’s inaugural 

public art piece. Once the artists submitted 

their proposals, another round of public 

engagement sessions took place to 

have the community decide on the final 

selection. During these sessions, the six 

selected public art pieces were displayed 

using maquettes and large-scale artist 

renderings printed on poster board for 

residents to view. Residents were also able 

to read the artists’ statements for each 

piece. In ballot style, participants were 

asked to rank their top three pieces in 

order of which piece they would prefer to 

see installed in the community.

As a large segment of the region’s 

residents work shiftwork, the PAC decided to 

hold these sessions at various locations and 

times of the day to maximize the response 

rate. The PAC, with the assistance of the 

RMWB’s Communications Department, also 

executed a digital engagement campaign 

through the RMWB’s website and social 

media. This was to ensure that those 

residents who were not able to attend a 

session in person could still rank their 

top three choices. This combination was a 

successful approach as the PAC tripled the 

amount of responses that they had initially 

set as the target.

SELECTED BY RESIDENTS  
FOR RESIDENTS

From the six proposals, the community 

overwhelmingly selected the piece titled 

Reflections on the River by David Robinson. 

The piece will be installed on the banks of 

the Athabasca River where the Snye River 

once linked the Clearwater and Athabasca 

Rivers – a historically significant location for 

the community and the Indigenous peoples 

of the region. The piece will be installed in 

June 2018 as the region’s inaugural public 

art piece selected through the Public Art 

Program and chosen by the residents of 

Wood Buffalo.

The Public Art Program logo.
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The multi-stage engagement and 

decision-making strategy that the PAC 

implemented can be easily adopted by other 

communities. The PAC endeavored to realize 

its vision of “a culturally vibrant region 

engaged through public art,” while striving 

to ensure that residents would have a sense 

of ownership of the inaugural public art 

piece. This was done by developing a process 

that was resident-driven by providing the 

community the opportunity to participate 

in the two major decisions: the site of 

installation and the public art piece itself. 

Adequate and appropriate public 

engagement and consultation is an obligation 

for professional planners and ensures 

accountable and transparent processes. The 

process established by the PAC is a good 

reminder for all planners that when important 

decisions need to be made for community 

development, it is critical that residents are 

given opportunities to actively participate in 

the process. A lesson for cultural planners 

and policymakers is to include residents in the 

process of selecting public art. As the primary 

consumers of public art, residents should be 

viewed as active contributors, alongside other 

subject matter experts, for what they would like 

to see in their community. This will ensure that 

public art collections reflect the community’s 

cultural identity as defined by residents and 

that residents take ownership of the collection.5

As the PAC grows its public art collection, 

it will continue to establish innovative 

approaches to engage residents with public art 

and play a role in creating a vibrant community 

that celebrates its distinct cultural identity. 

It will also ensure that decision-making 

processes remain transparent and accountable 

to Council and the community it serves.
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