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A willow basket weaving workshop led by Elder Mary 
Mackenzie in partnership with Ihkapaskwa Collective 
outdoors at Arts Council Wood Buffalo in August 2025.

Photo by Renee Hefferan.



Arts Council Wood Buffalo 
champions a vision of our 
region where the arts are 
not an addition, but an 
essential part of a vibrant, 
sustainable community—
one where people choose 
to live, work, and thrive. 

As a non-profit society and registered charity, 
ACWB works at the intersection of creativity, 
community well-being, and regional growth, 
advancing the role of the arts as a key 
contributor to quality of life.

By supporting local artists, investing in 
meaningful collaborations, and delivering 
dynamic programs and resources, ACWB 
helps shape a region where culture drives 
connection, belonging, and opportunity. In 
doing so, ACWB strengthens a diverse and 
resilient arts ecosystem that enhances not 
only the cultural landscape, but the long-term 
vitality and livability of Wood Buffalo.
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On behalf of Council and everyone at the Municipality, 
I extend my congratulations to Arts Council Wood 
Buffalo (ACWB) on an INCredible year in 2025. 

Thank you to the Board of Directors for its continued 
leadership, along with Executive Director Liana 
Wheeldon and the ACWB team for its dedication, 
momentum, and vision in advancing arts and culture 
across the region.
 
This year’s Annual Report theme, Kinetic, reflects 
a period of meaningful movement and progress 
for ACWB and for the community as a whole. The 
arts are a driving force that energizes our economy, 
strengthens social connection, and brings people 
together in powerful ways. 

Council’s decision to purchase the Suncor Arts 
INCubator property, and commit to completing the 
project, while installing ACWB as the operators of this 
transformative facility is a significant milestone. This 
step marks a new chapter in an already strong and 
collaborative partnership between the Municipality 
and ACWB. Together, we are investing in a shared 
vision that will deliver long-term cultural, social, and 
economic benefits for the entire community. 

We were honoured to formally recognize September 
as Month of the Artist in 2025, celebrating the vital 
role artists play in shaping Wood Buffalo’s identity, 
economy, and sense of place. This proclamation 
reflected our shared commitment to recognizing 
and valuing the contributions of artists across all 
disciplines. 

As we look ahead to the next four years and beyond, 
we are confident that our continued partnership will 
remain a key part of building a vibrant, welcoming, 
and resilient community. The Suncor Arts INCubator 
Project will be a cornerstone of our downtown and a 
catalyst for creativity, innovation, and opportunity as it 
moves from vision to reality. 

It’s clear that ACWB’s work continues to have a 
lasting impact on the region’s quality of life. Through 
its programs, partnerships, and leadership, ACWB 
supports a strong and sustainable arts sector that 
contributes to the well-being and prosperity of our 
community. 

Congratulations to ACWB on an outstanding year. 
We look forward to continued collaboration and to 
the momentum ahead for arts and culture in Wood 
Buffalo.

MAYOR SANDY BOWMAN 
Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo

Message from the Mayor

“It’s clear that ACWB’s work 
continues to have a lasting impact 
on the region’s quality of life.”
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Our vision at Arts Council is a creatively empowered 
Wood Buffalo. To make this vision a reality, it takes 
a collective energy – not only from Arts Council’s 
Board of Directors and Staff, but from everyone in the 
region who loves to create, appreciate, and support the 
arts. With this kind of energy, together we can build a 
thriving community through the arts.

2025 saw significant community support for the 
arts. Arts Council entered a partnership with the 
Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo to bring the 
first standalone arts centre in the region to life, 
unanimously supported by Mayor and Council. This 
collaboration is built upon a strong, longstanding 
partnership between ACWB and our municipal 
government, and will see the transformation process 
of this new creative campus brought to completion. 

Another major milestone for the arts in our region 
was the announcement of Suncor as the Building 
Presenting Partner of what is now called the Suncor 
Arts INCubator Project. Suncor has a longstanding 
history of supporting the arts, and this partnership 
reflects the bright future for creativity in Wood Buffalo. 

Also in 2025, we celebrated the tenth presentation of 
the Wood Buffalo Excellence in Arts Awards (Buffys), 
highlighting the local arts ecosystem and raising the 
profile of the arts. We were thrilled to welcome Wood 
Buffalo Media Group as the Presenting Partner of this 
milestone midnight. This program and flagship event 
has grown in impact each year and we look forward to 

celebrating the next ten years of excellence with you. 
As the collective energy continues to build, 
Arts Council’s Board of Directors is focused on 
organizational transformation, financial sustainability, 
and cross-sector connection. Having achieved the 
objectives of our 2023-26 Strategic Plan, ACWB Board 
will develop the 2027-30 goals launching us into the 
next period of innovation.

Arts Council Wood Buffalo looks forward to 
completing and operating the Suncor Arts INCubator 
Project with our partners, while continuing to grow as 
an organization, build connections, expand access to 
the arts, and realize our dynamic vision of  a creatively 
empowered Wood Buffalo. 

On behalf of the Board of Directors, thank you to 
Arts Council Wood Buffalo Staff, members, artists, 
arts champions, partners, donors, volunteers, and 
sponsors. Your continued support and belief in the 
power of the arts is what has transformed potential 
energy into kinetic energy for everyone in FMWB.

WILL COLLINS
Board Chair

Message from the Board of Directors

“With this kind of energy, together 
we can build a thriving community 
through the arts”
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At Arts Council Wood Buffalo, our work is grounded in 
motion: ideas taking shape, relationships deepening, 
and creative practice pushing our community 
forward. Each year reveals new ways the arts activate 
connection, strengthen our economy, and contribute 
to a shared sense of belonging across Wood Buffalo.

In 2025, this sense of momentum was especially 
present. Together with artists, partners, and 
supporters, we advanced initiatives that build capacity 
and create opportunity, while remaining responsive to 
the evolving needs of our arts community.

 A defining milestone this year was the unanimous 
decision by Mayor and Council for the Regional 
Municipality of Wood Buffalo to purchase the Suncor 
Arts INCubator property, commit to completing the 
project, and install Arts Council Wood Buffalo as the 
operators of this transformative facility. This decision 
represents both a major step forward for Arts INC 
and an important evolution of our long-standing 
partnership with the Municipality.

Equally significant was welcoming Suncor as the 
Building Presenting Partner for the Suncor Arts 
INCubator Project. Suncor’s leadership and investment 
demonstrate a shared belief in the power of the arts to 
drive community vitality, economic diversification, and 
creative opportunity. Their support plays a critical role 
in bringing this long-held vision to life and ensuring 
Arts INC can serve artists and the broader community 
for generations to come.

The theme of this year’s Annual Report, Kinetic, speaks 
to action, collaboration, and forward motion. It reflects 
the energy behind our programs, partnerships, and 
advocacy, and our ongoing commitment to building 
a resilient, inclusive, and sustainable arts ecosystem. 
This work would not be possible without the continued 
support of the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, 
the Alberta Foundation for the Arts, our sponsors, 
grantors, and donors—thank you for investing in 
creativity and community.

To our Board of Directors, Members, artists, 
volunteers, and partners: thank you for your trust, 
collaboration, and belief in this work. Your support 
fuels our momentum and inspires us to keep moving 
forward together.

LIANA WHEELDON 
Executive Director
 

Message from the Executive Director

“Our work is grounded in motion: 
ideas taking shape, relationships 
deepening, and creative practice 
pushing our community forward.”
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The arts are the heartbeat of Wood 
Buffalo, bringing joy to everyday life and 
shaping a vibrant, sustainable community 
people are proud to call home.
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Our mission is rooted in the belief that arts and culture 
are integral to a vibrant, sustainable community 
and a remarkable quality of life. Through programs, 
events, and services, ACWB supports cross-sector, 
community-driven creative experiences across Fort 
McMurray Wood Buffalo.

We started the year strong, with eleven artist calls 
opening in January to support creatives in our region. 
These opportunities enable artists across disciplines 
to grow and create within their practices here in Wood 
Buffalo. Through initiatives such as these, ACWB 
fosters the professional development and economic 
growth of the local arts community.

Early in 2025, ACWB also welcomed visiting 
representatives from the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts, sharing firsthand insights into the 
unique opportunities and needs of our region. 
ACWB continues to strengthen connections with 
organizations across Alberta, contributing to Wood 
Buffalo’s place within the provincial arts ecosystem.

As the seasons shifted into spring, we continued our 
work to support and develop local artists. Through our 
Artist in Residence program, local artist Sukhmandeep 
Singh received mentorship from our staff team and 
led community workshops in Fort McMurray and Fort 
Chipewyan, expanding his network and building his 
profile within the region. His residency culminated in 
the creation of his first permanent mural, transforming 
a formerly blank wall within What’s in Store into a 
nature-inspired artwork.

Meanwhile, Arts Council staff facilitated sessions, 
both online and in person, to support local artists as 
they navigate funding applications, awards, and key 
financial and tax considerations. These offerings are 
part of ACWB’s ongoing commitment to building the 
foundation for artistic growth—supporting artists to 
learn, develop their skills, and cultivate the confidence 
and capacity needed to sustain and advance their 
practice over time.

2025 was a year of significant milestones for 
Arts Council Wood Buffalo.
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“My time as the Artist 
in Residence was one 
of the most meaningful 
experiences in my journey 
as an artist. As someone 
who came to Canada with 
a deep passion for art and 
a hope to build meaningful 
connections through 
creativity, this opportunity 
had a profound impact 
on both my personal and 
professional growth.”

SUKHMANDEEP SINGH
2025 Artist in Residence
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101 
unique workshops 
and events offered 
across the region 
in 2025  
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In May, Arts Council Wood Buffalo welcomed Alex 
Sarian, President and CEO of the Werklund Centre 
in Calgary (formerly Arts Commons), for a two-part 
series of events in Fort McMurray.

First, Alex joined a panel discussion with local arts and 
culture leaders at our Annual General Meeting. Also 
on the panel were Karla Buffalo, CEO of Athabasca 
Tribal Council; Eugene Carnegie, Director of Keyano 
Theatre; Ana Maria Mendez, Facilities & Development 
Manager of McMurray Métis Cultural Centre; and Liana 
Wheeldon, Executive Director of Arts Council Wood 
Buffalo. The discussion explored how arts and culture 
can continue to evolve while maintaining relevance 
and impact within communities, offering ACWB 
Members the opportunity to engage directly with these 
leaders and ask questions.

The following day, Alex delivered the keynote address 
at ACWB’s Redefining Relevance Luncheon, sharing 
insights on the arts as a catalyst for economic 
development. In his role at the Werklund Centre, Alex 
is overseeing Canada’s largest cultural infrastructure 
project—a $680 million transformation of a downtown 
creative campus that is expected to revitalise 
downtown Calgary and reshape the city’s future. 
He drew connections between the Werklund Centre 
Transformation and the Suncor Arts INCubator Project, 
underscoring the role of the arts in city-building and 
long-term community growth. The luncheon brought 
together leaders from local government, Indigenous 
groups, and industry professionals across sectors for 
a meaningful conversation about the intersection of 
arts and economic development.

Also in May, Arts Council hosted a full day of 
workshops for older adults in partnership with St. 
Aidan’s Society. Since 2020, our Seniors & the Arts 
Program has created ongoing opportunities for 
seniors and Elders to engage with the arts, fostering 
connection and supporting wellbeing. In 2025, Seniors 
& the Arts Day brought together over fifty seniors and 
Elders for a free day of hands-on learning at Keyano 
Theatre & Arts Centre, with three local artists leading 
workshops throughout the day.

Across the year, 165 seniors and Elders participated 
in arts and culture through this program, 
strengthening opportunities for connection, creativity, 
and continued learning through the arts.
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$115,595
invested in local creatives 
through ACWB’s signature 
programs in 2025 
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Summer brought warmer weather, and with it, 
increased opportunities for community gathering.

In June, Arts Council was thrilled to once again be 
invited to participate in Mikisew Cree First Nation 
Treaty Days in Fort Chipewyan. Through the work of 
our Rural Arts Support Program Coordinator, Donna 
Aubichon, ACWB facilitates ongoing programming 
in Fort Chipewyan. Through ribbon skirt workshops 
held throughout the year, Donna supported 
participants in creating their own ribbon skirts, 
deepening understanding of their cultural significance, 
particularly in relation to Treaty Days.

The completed skirts were presented during Treaty 
Days, where participants, including young girls, 
Two-Spirit individuals, Elders, and women, shared 
personal reflections on the experience of creating and 
wearing them. These reflections spoke to identity, 
pride, and mental wellness, illustrating how cultural 
practices can support both individual and collective 
healing, while strengthening connections to culture, 
community, and belonging.

Also in June, we welcomed our Suncor Indigenous 
Artist in Residence, Alyssa Miller. As part of her 
residency, she spent time in Fort McMurray, Fort 
Chipewyan, and Fort McKay. During this time, she also 
led a porcupine quill medallion workshop at Bouchier.

Later in the summer, we hosted our second annual 
Summer Makers Market, a highly successful event 
offering ACWB members a low-barrier opportunity to 
sell their work at a highly visible outdoor community 
gathering. This year’s market took place at kiyām 
Community Park and featured 15 artist vendors selling 
their work in the sunshine.

In partnership with the Regional Recreation 
Corporation, Arts Council Wood Buffalo launched 
Collective Threads, a community art exhibition at 
the Kirschner Family Community Art Gallery inside 
MacDonald Island Park. The exhibition was a success, 
with 38 artists represented and over 60 artworks 
featured, spanning drawing, painting, photography, 
sculpture, and traditional Indigenous arts and crafts. 
No artist was turned away, ensuring an inclusive 
opportunity for participation for people of all ages, skill 
levels, and backgrounds. For many of the exhibiting 
artists, this was their first-ever opportunity to have 
their work featured in a gallery. The exhibition ran from 
August 10 – September 12, 2025. 
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7,178 
people served through 
programs, events, and 
services in 2025 
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September was Month of the Artist in Wood 
Buffalo, as proclaimed by Mayor Sandy Bowman. 
This milestone recognized the vital role artists 
play in contributing to the wellbeing, vibrancy, and 
sustainability of Fort McMurray Wood Buffalo. Our 
Month of the Artist Celebration at the Kirschner 
Family Community Art Gallery brought together 
community members, leaders, and artists to mark 
Fort McMurray Wood Buffalo’s inaugural Month of the 
Artist. The well-attended evening was an opportunity 
for joy, connection, and celebration of the arts in our 
community.

Also in September, Words & Birds Wood Buffalo 
invited artists to create visual and written works 
inspired by native bird species of the region. The 
resulting work was exceptional, showcasing the 
breadth and depth of talent across our community. A 
celebration event was held at Acden, where the work 
was exhibited and sold in support of ACWB.

Not only was September Month of the Artist, it was 
also Alberta Culture Days, a month-long celebration 
of arts and culture marked by free community 

events throughout September. Arts Council is proud 
to stewards funds from the Regional Municipality 
of Wood Buffalo and the Government of Alberta to 
support local groups and individuals in hosting Alberta 
Culture Days programming. This year, Alberta Culture 
Days featured 23 free, community-driven events 
across the region.

September also brought with it a major milestone 
for our community, with RMWB Mayor and Council 
unanimously approving of the purchase of the Suncor 
Arts INCubator Project and a $17M investment to 
bring the project to life. This landmark decision by 
our municipal leaders reflects how vital the project 
is to our community, directly supporting the RMWB’s 
Culture Master Plan, Cultural Infrastructure Needs 
Assessment, Municipal Development Plan, and 
Downtown Area Redevelopment Plan. Arts Council 
Wood Buffalo will work closely with the RMWB on 
the project and, once complete, will operate the 
facility as a social enterprise, ensuring the long-term 
sustainability of arts and culture in the region. 
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October was marked by an incredible milestone with 
the tenth edition of the Wood Buffalo Excellence 
in Arts Awards, presented by Wood Buffalo Media 
Group. Ten Years of Midnight was the biggest and 
most elegant celebration to date, as we honoured 
the region’s most outstanding artists and cultural 
contributors.

This year’s award recipients: 

	» The Arts Administration Award, presented by the 
Rozsa Foundation: McMurray Métis   

	» The Arts Education Award, presented by CEDA: 
Shannon Whitbread  

	» The Craft Award: Nicole Wismann  

	» The Creative Collaboration Award, presented 
by Play 103.7 & 100.5 Cruz FM: Northern Lights 
Christmas Album   

	» The Dance Award: Fort McMurray Avrora Ukrainian 
Dance Club  

	» The Indigenous Artist Award, presented by 
McMurray Métis: Stacey Grant  

	» The Ken Flaherty Music Award: Katie Williams  

	» The Literary Arts Award: Juleus Ghunta  

	» The Media Arts Award, presented by Country 93.3 
& Rock 97.9: Matt Salem  

	» The Performing Arts Award: Alan Roberts  

	» The Rising Star Award: Arianna Dakin  

	» The Visual Arts Award: Alexandra Kavanagh 
 

	» The Arts Champion Award: Jessie Stecyk, Tavern 
on Main  

	» The Youth Leader in the Arts Award, presented by 
Muessle Flett Law LLP: Ashton Morehouse  

	» The Lifetime Achievement Award: Fort McMurray 
Potters Guild

The evening also included the on-stage announcement 
of Suncor as the Building Presenting Partner of 
the Suncor Arts INCubator Project, a significant 
step toward bringing this community creative hub 
to life. Arts Council is deeply grateful for Suncor’s 
longstanding support and for this continued 
partnership



15

2025 Annual Report

346 
artists directly hired by 
Arts Council Wood Buffalo 
in 2025  
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Arts Council Wood Buffalo brings people 
together through creativity, cultivating joy, 
strengthening connections, and nurturing a 
sense of belonging within our community. 
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The year came to a close with Arts Councils’ third-
annual Winter Makers Market, which took place at 
Keyano Theatre Each year, the Winter Makers Market 
gives member artists the opportunity to connect with 
the community, create meaningful sales during the 
holiday season, and showcase handmade arts and 
fine craft in a welcoming, festive atmosphere that 
celebrates creativity. 

The market encourages residents to shop local while 
supporting the production of original work by regional 
artists, all within a vibrant environment that highlights 
the value of arts in everyday life. Over $10,000 in sales 
was generated for artist entrepreneurs through this 
year’s event, based on vendor reporting.

Visitors enjoyed complimentary hot chocolate, a 
watercolour card workshop, and a lively seasonal 
setting designed to make space for creativity to 
shine. The Winter Makers Market continues to receive 
overwhelmingly positive feedback from both shoppers 
and vendors, reinforcing its role as a much-loved 
annual tradition in the community

Across 2025, Arts Council Wood Buffalo delivered a 
wide range of programs, events, and initiatives that 
reflect the depth and diversity of the local creative 
sector. 

While this report highlights key milestones, it 
represents only a portion of the work that takes place 
year-round—including ongoing weekly programming 
such as Bead & Heal, continued engagement in 
Anzac, projects with local schools, and numerous 
partnerships that extend our reach across the region.

This work is further strengthened through initiatives 
like the Imperial Oil Procurement Project, which 
resulted in an additional $40,816 invested directly 
into the local creative economy through the purchase 
of artwork from regional artists. Together, these 
efforts demonstrate ACWB’s ongoing commitment 
to supporting artists, strengthening community 
connections, and contributing to a vibrant and 
sustainable creative economy in Wood Buffalo. 

As we look ahead, we remain focused on continuing 
this mission—building opportunities for artists, 
deepening community engagement, and advancing 
the role of the arts in shaping a thriving region.
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Financial Update

In 2025, the Suncor Arts INCubator Project ownership 
was transferred to the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo for the RMWB to directly undertake 
the completion of the property redevelopment. 
As a result, the related balances of capital assets, 
unamortized deferred contributions related to 
capital assets, and net assets invested in capital 
assets were derecognized from the organization’s 
financial statements. Upon completion of the property 
redevelopment, Arts Council Wood Buffalo and the 
RMWB will continue their partnership in operating this 
creative campus for the region. 

MNP has affirmed Arts Council Wood Buffalo’s sound 
financial practices and confirmed its fiscal health. The 
2025 Independent Auditor’s Report and 2025 Financial 
Statements are as follows.
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Through inclusive 
approaches, partnerships, 
and shared leadership, 
Arts Council Wood Buffalo 
creates space for people 
to gather, create, and grow 
together. 

Photos by Renee Hefferan.



OUR MISSION
Building a thriving community through the arts

OUR VISION
A creatively empowered Wood Buffalo

www.artscouncilwb.ca

9908 Manning Avenue
Fort McMurray, Alberta
T9H 2B9

(587) 674-1625
info@artscouncilwb.ca

Follow us on Facebook, Instagram, Linkedin & YouTube

Arts Council Wood Buffalo 

Arts Council Wood Buffalo recognizes that we live, 
work, and create on the ancestral territories of the 
Dene, nêhiyawak, and Métis Peoples. We are all treaty 
people together in our collective home within the 
boundaries of Treaty 8. We would also like to recognize 
the Traditional Knowledge Holders and Elders who are 
still with us today, and those who have gone before us. 
It is in their honour and as an act of reconciliation that 
we offer this acknowledgement.


