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by Denise Needham & Valerie Overend

R

F E A T U R E S

egina Women�s Construction Cooperative
is looking forward to a happy New Year.
In January 2000, three of our employee-

members will go to the Saskatchewan Institute
of Applied Science and Technology (SIAST)
Palliser Campus in Moose Jaw to complete the
fourth and final level of their carpentry appren-
ticeship: seven weeks of classes followed by the
Provincial Trade Examination. The following day,
they will write their Level 4 Interprovincial Exam
as well, and in conjunction with 7200 hours of
accumulated work experience, each woman will
achieve her Interprovincial Red Seal Certifica-
tion as a Journeyperson Carpenter.

This will be a tremendous achievement for everybody concerned. The candidates themselves
were all social assistance recipients four years ago, lacking both employability skills and employment
opportunities. With their journey papers, they will see another $2 per hour in their pay cheques.
They will earn it, too. As fully-qualified carpenters they will be able to supervise and instruct appren-
tices independently on-site, increasing the number and scale of jobs the co-op can undertake. To
the apprentices and other trades, and the community at large, the three will also will serve as living
examples of what a good, solid job can do for a woman.

GOOD

WORK
Regina Women�s Construction
Cooperative renovates homes,
rebuilds lives - & challenges institutions

Renovating a 2-story house, inside and out, in one of Regina�s old
neighbourhoods. Says one employee-member, �At first, I was in it
just for the money. Now it�s more than just money. It�s satisfying.�
(Photo Credit: Don Jedlic)
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Admittedly, the absence of three lead
hands for two months has some short-term
drawbacks. (Nor will they be the only ones
unavailable for work. Another member is
doing her Level 3 in January and three oth-
ers will attend Level 2 in February.) The
business will have to make do with small
contracts this winter, and go all out come
spring. With the Year 2000, the grants that
have helped cover management and admin-
istration costs reach their sunset.

In the past four years, it has been our
strength to integrate the needs of our par-
ticipants with trade, business, and govern-
ment requirements. Now all we have do is
survive long enough to achieve that critical
mass of in-house carpentry skill.

WHY CARPENTRY?

The Co-op is the third phase of a small
initiative launched to help disadvantaged
women earn a significant income - one that
enables them to bring dignity, not mere
subsistence, to their lives and those of their
dependents. The choice of carpentry as the
occupational target was due to the skills of
the leaders on hand, and to their shared
belief that women should be afforded equal
opportunity in the public education system.
So our efforts are directed by a twin agenda
of personal transformation and institutional
change.

In 1995, a coalition of provincial and
federal government departments com-
mitted to support a program that would
bring more women into Saskatchewan�s
building trades. The standard provincial
training program was inadequate to the
task. Certification as a journeyperson in
any building trade requires an extensive
apprenticeship: in the case of carpentry,
four 7-week periods of classroom train-
ing followed by a written exam and com-
bined with 1800 hours of work under a
journeyperson�s supervision. Add to that
the ingrained reluctance of the building
trades to accommodate female participa-
tion (not to mention the personal circum-
stances in which many unemployed
women find themselves) and it was evi-
dent to us that a very different program
was required.

The alternative we put together had car-
pentry for its focus. We are both
fully-certified carpenters and know inti-
mately what it requires from people and
offers to them, financially and otherwise.
In addition, one of us (Denise) had been
using her firm, the Women�s Renovation
Company, partly in a training capacity for
several years. The other (Valerie) was on

the Provincial Apprenticeship Board and
was executive director of Saskatchewan
Women in Trades & Technology
(SaskWITT), a nonprofit membership or-
ganization dedicated to promoting recruit-
ment, training, and employment of women
in trades, technology, and blue-collar work.

We proposed a 5-year strategy, begin-
ning with an enriched Level 1 for would-be
building trades apprentices. Twenty weeks
of classes and shopwork at the SaskWITT
Training Centre and a 26-week work place-
ment would cover lifeskills and occupational
fitness as well as the regular curriculum of
health and safety, concrete form work, hand
and power tool use, building layout, scaf-
fold systems, and floor framing. Successful
Level 1s could then choose to join a work-
ers� co-operative which would supply trade
time for the balance of their apprentice-
ship and first-hand experience in the man-
agement of a viable business.

The co-op was to become a business
which would sustain the training. The
co-op�s skill base and job repertoire would
expand as its employee-members pro-
gressed with their apprenticeships. Each
calendar year would channel a group of women
toward the co-op where they would train as
they worked to accumulate apprenticeable
trade time credit. Central to the whole strat-
egy was a supportive, safe, learning environ-
ment, attuned to different ways of learning
and using female leadership and role models
almost exclusively.

Naive? Perhaps. Who knows what we
might have done (or not done), had we
known that setting up a co-op is at least as
ambitious as creating a training program?
But our proposal was accepted. Valerie was
contracted from SaskWITT for an ex-
tended period; Denise put her company
on hold, and referred its work opportuni-
ties to the new initiative. The first intake of

16 participants in the training program (the
Women�s Work Training Program, or
WWTP) was in February 1996. Everyone
who wrote passed their Level 1 exam and 9
of them helped launch the Regina Women�s
Construction Co-op the following year.

HOW IS IT FUNDED?

Our target population was women who were
unemployed or underemployed. Most had
little or no money, so funding was a critical
issue from the outset. Money was always
needed for training costs - whether for class-
room/shop training or for supervision and
support on jobsite training - and the women
always needed money for their families.
What money was available when, for what,
and for how long was essential to the way
we structured the initiative. Funding always
was and probably always will be a juggling
act.

Many women doing the classroom/shop
portion of their Level 1 received income
assistance from a variety of sources includ-
ing provincial social assistance and federal
unemployment (later renamed �employ-
ment�) insurance. A few were in a position
to rely wholly on spousal support for their
personal and family needs. Women in the
work placement portion of Level 1 (and
doing renovations for non-governmental or-
ganizations) were paid wages from a pro-
vincial government program designed to
assist people to bridge into the workforce.

To create an environment in which at least a significant fraction
of our worker-members can reinvent themselves & their lives -
what they have done, what they can do - absorbs a huge
chunk of our time & energy.
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This helped in their eligibility for wage sub-
sidy programs when they began working for
the Co-op.

For the latter phase of the initiative,
however, things got tricky. A key issue was
the ratio of journeypersons to appren-
tices. The standard ratio is 1:1 to ensure
competence and safety. Barring a fund-
ing windfall, such a high ratio was out of

the question in the co-op�s early years.
Like other provincial programs, we came to
an interim accommodation with the appren-
ticeship department to relax that standard
pending the creation of a pool of skilled
women carpenters.

Even so, we required money for a bare
minimum of staffing: a site superintendent,
a part-time bookkeeper, systems manager,
and business manager, with the latter two
(Valerie and Denise, respectively) doing
double duty as trainers and job supervisors.
Our assistance came from the Women and
Economic Development Consortium, a
group of agencies which include the Bank
of Montreal, Trillium Foundation, Atkinson
Foundation, and the Canadian Women�s
Foundation. They committed to supply
(through SaskWITT) $166,000 in cash and
in-kind support over five years to help pay
for the financial officer, business manager,
and the bookkeeper. What�s more, the grant
was on a sliding scale, with the bulk of the
money allocated in the first two years while
the co-op was finding its sea-legs.

A CONSTRUCTION BUSINESS &
A TRAINING PROGRAM?

Three years and two more WWTP intakes
later, this initiative has had contact with
65-70 women, 13 of whom are currently
co-op employees, and all but two of those
members. We are proud of what these
women have accomplished in their personal

lives. We are also proud of their corporate
achievement. The co-op commands a grow-
ing reputation in its chosen market niche,
residential access renovation - that is, modi-
fying homes to accommodate people dis-
abled by age, accident, and condition. As
pressure mounts to make the co-op a profit
center which can sustain both itself and the
WWTP, however, acting as a trainer, a busi-

ness, and as an agent of institutional change
is getting more difficult.
The Business
Between staff and employee wages and rent
and other office expenses, it costs about
$250,000 per year to run the co-op. (The cost
and upkeep of tools is currently an in-kind
donation from SaskWITT.) A wage/support
subsidy of $4000 per worker per year from
the provincial work placement program
($5000 prior to devolution of services from
Human Resources Development Canada to
the province) covers half the cost of the mini-
mum wage ($6/hour) for first-time employ-
ees in the first year. But we still have to bill
upwards of $10,000/month in labour costs to
make up the difference.

To generate that income, we have to keep
a dozen workers busy on 13-15 contracts a
month. Usually about half the women will be
employed on a large job, selected to match
the abilities of the people on hand. By the
time this goes to press, for example, a crew
will have completed a 14 x 14 foot shed for a
diesel generator for a local radio transmitter.
That will earn us about $4500 in labour while
giving our Level 1s and 2s a nice introduction
to framing, roofing, and siding. Our biggest
job so far has been a $40,000 addition to a
2-storey house (see photo, p. 5).

But a large fraction of our work is much
smaller than this. The other half of the
women are kept busy with jobs that take
everything from a day to half an hour (e.g.,
installing a grab bar or a deadbolt lock).

In our first couple of years, such diver-
sity in crew size and job type was impos-
sible. We had to make do with a lot of shop
jobs so that people could be properly su-
pervised. Now, however, Level 4s act as
lead hands and Level 3s assist with instruc-
tion, while Al Silverthorne (the superinten-
dent) and Denise monitor the site work.

Access renovation currently accounts for
a third of our work. To that end, we are
planning to build a home in 2000 to show-
case the accessibility concept. The house
will feature at least one electrically-oper-
ated window, tile floors, an elevator, and a
roll-in shower, among other things. Upon
completion, we will open up the building
for tours for six months. City Hall is assist-
ing us with an allocation of three inner-city
lots, and we have received additional assis-
tance from both The Co-operators ($30,000
grant) and the Women and Economic De-
velopment Consortium($17,000 grant).
Now we must chase down other partners
among suppliers and manufacturers who
would find such a facility useful in market-
ing their wares.
Training & Transformation
But what the co-op accomplishes as a busi-
ness seems pretty modest (or maybe down-
right remarkable) when you remember that�s
only part of its agenda. To create an envi-
ronment in which at least a significant frac-
tion of our worker-members can reinvent
themselves and their lives - what they have
done, what they can do - absorbs a huge
chunk of our time and energy.

Part of that story is a familiar one: help-
ing a group of individuals create a structure
and a system which will help them all make
their way in the world. The co-op wasn�t
operational until mid-1997 as the women
struggled to produce bylaws and make de-
cisions about co-op governance and policy.
They were assisted by Valerie and Denise,
a local lawyer, and other staff, as well as
Melanie Conn and Marty Frost of the Ca-
nadian Worker Co-op Federation. Unused
to independent decision-making (a symp-
tom of poverty), these women were tasked
with developing the parameters of an envi-
ronment which would support them through
several years of their lives. They simply
didn�t realize how demanding a project they

A delicate, but crucial aspect of co-op policy is our flexibility in
regard to a person�s availability for work. Transformation takes
time, & time is what we make available to people.
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were undertaking. Innocent and enthusi-
astic, they stuck it out.

Of course, many of those early discus-
sions merely broached issues which could
only be addressed in the course of time.
That has been particularly the case in the
thorny matter of wage structure. After
three years, we finally think we�ve arrived
at a formula and process that works.

One of the co-op�s goals is to give its
people the opportunity to earn wages on
the basis of which they can enjoy a living
standard equivalent to men in this occu-
pation. We don�t want women to have to
trade off a decent wage in order to be a
member. On the other hand, the wage
scale has to be commercially supportable
and has to assist in the growth of employ-
ability skills for individuals who need to
acquire a mature sense of both rights and
responsibilities.

New co-op members earn minimum
wage. Raises are determined by senior-
ity, carpentry skill, and mutual evaluation.
Workers obtain a $.50/hour increase after
their first 26 weeks of work (1040 hours),

and every 52 weeks of work thereafter.
But they can also obtain up to an addi-
tional $.50/hour at each of these mile-
stones based on an anonymous peer
evaluation (in terms of employability, cus-
tomer satisfaction, safety, and tool care)
and supervisor evaluation (for carpentry
skills). Successful completion of appren-
ticeship exams are also recognized, and
once a woman has her papers, the senior-
ity wage increments rise to $2/year until
the industry standard of $18-20/hour is
reached. Top wage at the co-op is cur-
rently about $8.75.

So people can expect to see a mon-
etary reward for every step they choose to
take down the road of personal develop-
ment. The beauty of the peer evaluations
is that the women themselves have a hand
in determining what and who should be
rewarded. The procedure did not come
easy. Initially, women were inclined to
award top marks to every applicant re-
gardless of what they really felt, for fear
of retribution. We had to train people in-
dividually to rate, accurately but respect-

fully, only on the basis of things that they
have seen with their own eyes and with
the assurance that their judgments would
remain confidential. It is a lengthy and
time-consuming procedure (we also use
it to assess applications for co-op mem-
bership), but worth every minute.

Another delicate, but crucial aspect of
co-op policy is our flexibility in regard to a
person�s availability for work. Transforma-
tion takes time, and time is what we make
available to people. Time to spend with chil-
dren; time to restabilize their homes after
family crises; as well as time to write exams
or to get medical attention. Life has set
these people up for failure. To a great ex-
tent, every day they show up is a �step to
beating the odds.�

That flexibility reduces our job options,
no question. We couldn�t take an ideal job,
making a house in a neighbouring commu-
nity fully accessible to a paraplegic man,
because it would mean absenting several
workers from dependent children (and
because our lead hands will be taking Level
4 schooling). For another example, one day

WOMEN BUILDING FUTURES by Don McNair (CCE)

The WWTP/RWCC initiative is attracting some attention from
out of province, notably from the Innovative Services Branch of
Edmonton�s Department of Community Services. The Branch was
deeply impressed with how the combination of trades training
with a worker co-op offered women a chance to acquire a
certified skill level and get out of poverty. Predictably, transplant-
ing the model has been a challenge.

Staffed by social workers, not tradespeople, Innovative
Services convened a variety of partners from the first. An
information meeting attracted a half dozen parties that wished to
help design the program: the YWCA, a tenants� organization, a
female drywaller, and a local consulting organization specializing
in co-op development.

With additional assistance from Denise Needham, they
arrived at a program structure very similar to that of Regina.
Women Building Futures features a 20-week Level 1 training
program at Norquest (a vocational college), led by a female
journey carpenter and apprentice. A 26-week work placement
will follow, possibly involving homes owned by Edmonton Land
Trust. For apprenticeship levels 2-4, the women will attend
Northern Alberta Institute of Technology. Joining a worker co-
operative is one work placement option for participants who
complete their Level 2 classes.

As much as they aspired to replicate Regina�s 5-year plan,
however, the steering committee found money difficult to come
by. Some grants were received from Status of Women Canada
and the Edmonton Community Foundation. But efforts to
negotiate Social Services training grants foundered. Only student
loans have been available to cover the $4200/seat price tag on
the Level 1 training.

That decision has serious consequences for the range of
participants in Edmonton, shutting out anybody with over $1000
in existing debt or a prior student loan (not to mention anyone
intimidated by a such a debt load). Of the 18 women who signed
up for Level 1 this fall, 12 now remain, the others having with-
drawn for personal and financial reasons.

The same tight money stance will apply to those who advance
past the Level 2 exam. Under Alberta�s administration of HRDC
program dollars, no wage subsidy will be available to the co-op
member-employees. Like it or not, the lives transformed by
Edmonton�s program will already enjoy a pretty significant degree
of security.

For more information about Women Building Futures,
contact the Innovative Services Branch at (tel) 780-944-5513,
(fax) 780-496-4942, (e-mail) marcia.tait@gov.edmonton.ab.ca
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our costs. The co-op has just taken over the
shop lease, and will lease to own
SaskWITT�s tools. Assuming our market
holds firm and we solve the skills and labour
shortage, self-sufficiency may be achievable.

The women are already running much
of the show. Apart from the aforementioned
responsibilities on the worksites, one
woman is already doing much of the
day-to-day management of costing, invoic-
ing, and receivables. Similarly, the women
have assumed many responsibilities in the
co-op�s governance.

To a great extent, the co-op has suc-
ceeded, whether or not it survives, because
of the changes we see in the women them-
selves. Two women now own their own
homes. Several have put an end to destruc-
tive spousal situations. Then there are the
experiences that cause the hair to stand up
on the back of your head. Like one woman,
used to being no more than a piece of pa-
per in the social services in-basket, who saw
to it that Family Services restored to her
custody over her child. Or the woman who
was so frightened of the power mitre saw
in the shop that she at first needed to have
her hand held to operate it. She has since
taught other new workers on the same ma-
chine. How do you document achievements
like this?

The proof of the value of the WWTP/
Construction Co-op initiative may lie in
some compilation of the life changes of the
people involved. After earning a good wage
for two years, growing in confidence and
security, and seeing how that affects their
relationship with their dependents, these
women will likely never return to social as-
sistance. Of that, we are convinced. If they
also run a successful firm for the next few
years, doing quality residential construction
and renovation work, that will be �gravy.�c

last week, of 13 employees, six were ab-
sent for medical or family reasons.

So keeping the numbers up is very im-
portant to an initiative like this. Apart from
the WWTP, the co-op has no process to re-
cruit additional employee-members. In
fact, after the third intake in September
1998 we put the WWTP on hold for the
sake of letting the co-op get grounded. (We
regularly get telephone inquiries about a
new intake, however.) One partial solution
to the numbers problem may be a casual
employment pool. Many of the women we

have encountered are fine workers, but can
only work intermittently due to family and
personal limitations. It is our policy that
anyone who has worked for us, barring some-
one who has been fired, may make applica-
tion for casual employment. To date, this
notion remains largely untried.

Then there are women who left the
WWTP or Co-op along the way to work else-
where in the construction field. Some are
working out of province, others with local
companies or building houses on their home
reserves. These women will always have a
link to the Co-op and may one day choose
to join or rejoin. Their skills will continue
to grow whether they are in the Co-op or
not.

WILL IT SURVIVE?

The devolution of responsibility to the
co-op members has been built in since the
beginning. Valerie and Denise were never
intended to remain with it or the WWTP
beyond five years, and Year Five is right
around the corner.

As the assistance from the Women and
Economic Development Consortium di-
minishes (it now covers just over half of
Denise�s salary and a quarter of Valerie�s)
revenue from contract work is rising. Where
once the co-op relied totally on grants, con-
tract revenue now covers more than half

To a great extent, the co-op has succeeded, whether or not it
survives, because of the changes we see in the women
themselves. But how do you document achievements like this?

DENISE NEEDHAM is the operations/
business manager for the Regina
Women�s Construction Cooperative.
She worked for and received her jour-
ney papers in 1984 and has been doing
renovation and construction work on
and off for 30 years. Her passions in-
clude working with women teaching new
skills and standing back to watch those
women teach others. She delights in
lighting fires in women when she sees a
spark of interest. In her spare time she
wrangles sheep, drives a horse and buggy,
and watches sunsets and northern lights
from the verandah of her bed and break-
fast operation. Reach her at
saskwitt@sk.sympatico.ca

VALERIE OVEREND is a journeyed
carpenter who works on project
development for women in trades and
as an educator and trainer. A member
of the United Brotherhood of Carpen-
ters and Joiners of America Local
1985, she has designed a number of
introductory trades initiatives for
women to explore a variety of options
while learning the physical, mental, and
emotional requirements of occupa-
tions. She has also developed gender-
inclusive educational materials for
schools on industrial and technical
occupations. In 1992, she was distin-
guished as a recipient of a Governor
General�s Community Service award.
Valerie is very proud to have raised
two sons on her own; one is now an
electrical apprentice and the other is
finishing high school. She enjoys
travelling to deliver workshops across
the country and working on national
project development as much as she
enjoys her work in Regina. Contact
her at v.overend@sk.sympatico.ca


