After-hour school fun key to safer streets 

City, Calgary explore benefits of keeping facilities open after hours 

Both Edmonton and Calgary are pushing to keep schools open after hours and during summer holidays as part of a community effort to fight gangs, keep streets safer and promote healthy activities for kids.

Calgary's plans recently got a major boost when Culture Minister Lindsay Blackett approved a $1.5-million grant from his discretionary lottery fund to help cover for the next two years the costs of keeping schools open after six p.m. and on weekends for a wide range of activities.

"When kids are engaged in positive activities, it produces better outcomes, less crime, fewer gang activities and better academic achievement," said Casey Boodt, who works with UpStart, the United Way agency pushing to reopen schools as a community centres.

Edmonton's proposal, outlined last fall in the mayor's task force on community safety, calls for schools to return to a more traditional role as community hubs, with programming from three to six p.m., said Lindsay Kelly, co-chair of the task force.

The task force wants a dramatic change to the city's approach to safety and crime reduction "in one generation" by focusing on prevention and opportunities for families and children in neighbourhoods.

"A lot of people are doing good things in the community," but crime is still a problem, Kelly said.

"After consultation with hundreds of people, we realized we really needed to do something differently," she said.

"We need to provide services in the community and get to crime before it happens."

The Edmonton task force applied last fall for two $500,000 grants from the province. It expects to hear back this spring.

The Calgary project is a collaboration of the United Way, two school boards, the city and a rural neighbour, Rockyview County.

So far, 35 schools have been identified, including 10 in Rockyview, Boodt said.

The City of Calgary provides a key liaison person in its recreation department who will connect community groups like the YMCA with schools in needy neighbourhoods.

"It's been a huge achievement. The pilot will show more kids involved in positive activities and fewer in high-risk behaviour and it's good for taxpayers," Boodt said. A key factor in the success of the application to the government was recruiting an "influential group of business and political leaders" as champions of the UpStart program who worked with local MLAs, she said.

The $1.5 million comes from the Other Initiatives Program, an $8-million fund under the direct control of the culture minister.

Details of the Edmonton proposal are not yet known, but both school boards are keen, Kelly said.

Deb Engel, chairwoman of the Edmonton Catholic board, said she met last fall with Mayor Stephen Mandel to discuss after-hours use of schools and a possible partnership with local colleges and universities to help with programming.

Engel, who said her board for years has called for more community use of schools, is excited the province has demonstrated support in Calgary for that vision.

"I hope there's a share of money for Edmonton," she said.

"These are critical hours for children and we need to address them with programming. "

In Edmonton, a handful of schools, such as Dan Knott junior high, have already demonstrated success as "hubs," she said.

Knott opened after hours to the Boys and Girls club, family services, parenting classes, mentoring and other programs.

"It's very successful and we need to replicate that around the city," Kelly said.
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