Excellent Calgarians to be honoured tonight 

October 15, 2009 Calgary Herald, VALERIE BERENYI
Four named to receive Alberta’s highest award
Eight of Alberta’s top community leaders — half of them Calgarians — will join a very exclusive club when they are made members of the Alberta Order of Excellence tonight. 

“It’s the highest honour the province can give a citizen,” said Robert Westbury, chairman of the Alberta Order of Excellence Council, which every year since 1979 has recognized a handful of Albertans for their outstanding service to their province and country. 

The new inductees bring the number of Alberta Order of Excellence members to 101. Members, hailing from all walks of life, include the likes of water expert David Schindler, singer Ian Tyson and business leader Allan Markin. 

“This is the largest number of new members we’ve ever added in one year,” said Westbury, explaining that this year’s slate of nominees was particularly accomplished. 

“The members from Calgary are outstanding,” he added. 

They are: 

Shirzad Ahmed is an immigration and human rights lawyer who knows only too well the plight of the refugee. He fled the oppression of Iraqi-controlled Kurdistan and came to Canada via Italy in 1984. Since then, he’s devoted his time to fighting  for human rights and helping refugees from around the world, often for free. That commitment earned him the 2008 Distinguished Service Award in Pro Bono Legal Service from the Law Society of Alberta and the Canadian Bar Association. 

Sister Helen Hengel, a psychologist, has helped thousands of addicts and their families through recovery. Born in Saskatchewan in 1923, she later took vows with the Sisters of Charity of St. Louis. A lifelong learner, she holds a master’s degree in education with a specialization in counselling and has worked as a teacher, as a student counsellor, a marriage counsellor and an addictions counsellor. She drew on her faith as the sole survivor of a horrific car crash in 2003, when four of her fellow Catholic sisters were killed on an Easter Sunday outing when a semi-trailer rear-ended their vehicle on the Trans-Canada Highway near Canada Olympic Park. 

Barrie Strafford is renowned for his philanthropy and his pioneering work in nursing homes and assisted living facilities. In 1975, in memory of his late wife Brenda, he established The Brenda Strafford Foundation, a charitable organization with a mission to help those most in need. Today, that mission takes many forms: health clinics in the Caribbean, continuing care facilities in Calgary and safe housing for the victims of domestic violence. The foundation also funds chairs at the University of Calgary in geriatric medicine, Alzheimer’s research, gerontological nursing and the prevention of domestic violence. 

Harold (Hal) Wyatt retired in 1986 as vice-chairman and director of the Royal Bank of Canada. The native Saskatchewanian then harnessed his hard-work ethic and considerable business acumen — honed while serving on the boards of numerous corporations and organizations — and began volunteering. A member of the Order of Canada, his record of volunteer service and leadership extends into the arts (especially music), sports, advanced education and community development. 

Tonight’s other inductees include Coaldale’s Henry Bergen for his agricultural innovations; William Bowes of Grande Prairie for his civic leadership; Bernadette McDonald for her work in promoting mountain culture and environmental awareness in Banff; and Kenneth Sauer for his record of volunteer service in Medicine Hat. 






Members will be inducted into the order with a ceremony at Government House in Edmonton. Lt.-Gov. Norman Kwong, who serves as chancellor of the Order of Excellence, will present each new member with a medallion and a hand-drawn scroll. 
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