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Coordinator Heather
Bruneau’s passion
for helping people
motivates her.

Special Projects Interpreter Barret Miller (left) helps guide a group of visitors from Epic Opportunities during a recent nature walk at FortWhyte Alive.

Page 3

Making A Connection

E

pic Opportunities recently
provided some food for
thought for both the people
it serves as well as employees of the not-for-profit

agency.
An innovative program
is serving up healthy
food and providing
people with job skills.
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On Aug. 24, the organization hosted a wild edibles nature walk at Fort
Whyte Alive on McCreary Road in
south Winnipeg.
The walk was organized by members of the Epic Opportunities Spirit
Committee, one of the three groups
that comprise the agency’s Holistic
Wellness Committee.

Spirit Committee member Thomas
Kaethler says the overall aim of the
group is to help people served by Epic
Opportunities as well those employed
by the agency feel more connected to
the community they are a part of.
“Nowadays it’s very easy to feel
very disconnected from the world
around you,” says Kaethler, a Disability Support Worker with Epic Opportunities. “We want to give everybody
a chance to connect with themselves
and with whatever else is out there.”
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Epic
Opportunities
offers
holistic, person-centred supports
to empower people to live,
learn, work and enjoy life in the
community.
Each of our locations offers a
wide range of supports based on
a person's interests, needs, goals
and dreams.
As a non-profit, charitable
organization, Epic Opportunities
operates under the direction of
a volunteer board of directors.
The board meets monthly and
is made up of committees that
provide input for policies,
governance and operations.
Board members are elected
from the general membership at
our annual general meeting in
June.

That sense of disconnectedness is what inspired Kaethler to
come up with the idea for the
wild edibles walk. While everyone
knows where they can purchase
food, few people have a clear understanding of exactly where that
food comes from, he says.
“I often feel very disconnected
from the food I eat. I’m trying to
eat food that I have a close relationship to and understand where
it comes from. I feel a sense of
personal accomplishment when I
can find my own food,” he says,
adding he hopes the recent walk
helps empower participants to
make more informed food choices.
Eighteen people registered to
take part in last month’s nature
walk. Kaethler and the person he
supports acted as hosts for the
evening while a guide from Fort
Whyte Alive conducted a walking
tour.
Participants spent about two
hours connecting with plant life in
the forested area and learning
how they can feed themselves
with plants that grow in the region. Special Projects Interpreter
Barrett Miller shared his expertise
on everything from which plants
are tasty and safe to eat (wild
plums, rose hips, wild cranberries
and even dandelions) to those
that should be avoided (poison ivy
and hawthorn).
Kaethler says he was pleased
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with the level of interest in the
event and hopes it will help to
generate further interest in future
events the Spirit Committee is
planning.
The Holistic Wellness Committee was formed earlier this
year following the development
of a five-year strategic plan for
Epic Opportunities. A big part of
that plan is promoting holistic
wellness that focuses on body,
mind and spirit.
Spirit Committee member
Michelle Alvarado says one of the
challenges for her and fellow
committee members was coming
up with ideas on how to help people connect with the community
that are accessible. While spirituality will be part of the discussion,
it is just one the subjects the committee will be addressing.
“Our hope is just to get people
more connected with relationships with the people and the
world around them and feel more
connected to their community.
It’s all about relationships,” she
says.

The Spirit Committee has already begun planning several other future events. In October it will
host an equine, or horse, therapy
session to promote emotional
growth and foster emotional connections with the animals. Committee members are looking at
hosting a winter music event, a
spring gardening session and an
interactive theatre event.
www.epicmb.ca
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Coordinator Passionate
About Helping Others

H

eather Bruneau had one of those aha
kind of moments early on in her career.

Bruneau had just started working as a
Disability Support Worker for a Winnipeg
-based non-profit agency. She arrived at the home
where she was scheduled to work that day only to
discover her supervisor hadn’t arrived yet and staff
and residents at the home were waiting outside.
Bruneau struck up a conversation with one of the
residents who began telling her a little about herself. As Bruneau went to search for some information in a textbook, the woman grabbed the book
from her and put it aside.
“She said I’m not in your textbook,” Bruneau recalls, laughing. “I thought ‘This is fantastic. This is
just what I needed to learn’.”
Bruneau has worked in the community living sector for 17 years, including the past seven as a coordinator for Epic Opportunities. Part of her inspiration for entering the field was her grannie, whom
she helped care for near the end of her life. She was
so moved by that experience that she determined
to devote herself to helping others.
After working at Epic Opportunities’ former Ness
Avenue day service location for the past four years,
Bruneau is returning to her former role as Residential Coordinator. While her responsibilities have
evolved over time, her passion for the work has remained the same.
“It’s the daily contact with the people we work
for that makes it all worthwhile,” she says. “I get to
work with such an amazing group of people every
day. They have such patience and kindness. I don’t
know how you can’t but be humbled by that.”
Bruneau has had a huge impact on not only the
people served by Epic Opportunities but on hundreds of people who work for the agency. She has
served as a facilitator for Nonviolent Crisis Intervention (NCI) training for more than a decade, a role
www.epicmb.ca

Heather Bruneau (centre) meets with fellow NCI facilitators
Kristin Knockaert (left) and Mallory Mitchell.

she was convinced to take on by a former manager
who said it would be “good for me and help pull me
out of my shell,” she says, chuckling.
Bruneau recently became only the second master
level NCI instructor to be employed at Epic Opportunities. To achieve master level certification from the
Crisis Prevention Institute, individuals must teach a
minimum of 200 hours of training and maintain
their certification for a minimum of five years.
“I had no idea about [the honour] beforehand,”
says Bruneau, who estimates she’s taught more
than 300 individuals through the program. “I take
far more pride in how the teams I’ve worked with
are using the NCI training and the huge impact it’s
had on the people I’ve worked with and for. I’m very
content to remain behind the scenes.”
Human Resources Coordinator Kristin Knockaert
says one of the qualities that makes Bruneau such
an effective trainer is her compassionate attitude.

“She’s very sensitive to the needs of others. I
think that gives her an ability to be empathic towards people and meet them where they’re at,”
Knockaert says.
Bruneau acknowledges that may not have always
been the case. A huge Star Wars fan, one of her earliest memories is of standing in front of her elementary school class and having to tell everyone what
she wanted to be when she grew up. “I said I wanted to be Darth Vader or a Supreme Court justice. My
teacher was mortified,” she says, laughing.
September 2017
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Helping Hands Gain Experience

A

n innovative program that is helping provide access to healthy food to low-income
residents in a north Winnipeg neighbourhood is also providing people with intellectual disabilities an opportunity to acquire valuable job skills and work experience.
The NorWest Co-op Community Food Centre
(CFC) operates under the auspices of NorWest Coop Community Health, a community-based nonprofit organization with a mandate to promote
health and wellness. The food centre’s primary mission is to increase access to healthy food by bringing
people together to grow, cook, share and advocate
for good food.
Located in the Gilbert Park area, the centre offers
a range of programs including sessions on sustainable gardening practices, drop-in cooking classes, and
a fruit and vegetable market. The centre’s most
popular offering is a community lunch program that
serves hot, healthy meals to as many as 100 area
residents every Monday, Wednesday and Friday.
While the centre has a staff of six employees, it
relies heavily on volunteers to take care of much of
its day-to-day activities.
“A lot of the success of the program is because
we’ve been able to rely on volunteers. Volunteers
are very important to us,” says Micheale Lynxleg,
CFC’s Community Action and Engagement Program
Coordinator and Volunteer Coordinator. “We absolutely wouldn’t be able to [operate without them].
They help us make everything run.”
Two of the people who help make things run at
the food centre each week are Kelly and Nathan,
who are both served by Epic Opportunities. The duo
began working at the CFC earlier this year to enhance their work skills and help find employment
opportunities in the food services sector. Kelly
serves as an assistant to chef Grant Mitchell each
Monday while Nathan serves meals and assists in
the clean-up of a community dining area.
Nathan, who hopes to one day work in the hospiSeptember 2017

Nathan says he likes working at the NorWest Co-op Community Food Centre because it’s a chance to help others.

tality industry, says the experience he’s gained at
the food centre has been invaluable. Not only has
working with the public helped draw him out of his
shell, it’s also made him feel like he’s making a
difference in the community.
“Yes, I like to be able to help other people,” he
says.
Kelly was by no means a stranger to the kitchen
before starting at NorWest. He previously worked
as a cook at Goldie’s Grill at Shaw Park during Winnipeg Goldeyes home games and was a member of
the kitchen staff at Winnipeg Harvest. He says working at the CFC has helped him keep his existing culinary skills sharp while learning some new ones. He
says the best part of working at the centre is feeling
like he’s part of a team.
“It makes me so happy,” he says. “We’ve got
good people here. They have a good attitude. I’ve
made some good friends.”
The NorWest Community Food Centre opened in
March 2015 and is a member of Community Food
Centres Canada.
The CFC model was first launched in Toronto and
was later adopted by cities across the country with
the aim of transforming health and quality of life in
low-income communities.
www.epicmb.ca

