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PLAY FROM YOUR

Like a spark plug, the Eco-Ventures Program at Nackawic High is firing
energy, creativity, & hope down New Brunswick's back roads by Sue Rickards

Our region consists of four river valleys
and their intervening ridges. Forestry and ag-
riculture have dominated the economy for
generations, but specialization and mecha-
nization have changed the nature of that
employment. Now we need skilled techni-
cians for manufacturing and entrepreneurs
who can build small businesses locally in the
service, retail, and tourism sectors. We need

innovative, enterprising people who can iden-
tify local assets and build on them within a
sustainable framework.

One place to look for these future lead-
ers is the public school system. But the high
school curriculum (with one significant ex-
ception) is itself symptomatic of the dis-
connection between young people, the
local economy, and the community.

Nackawic High School (student body:
420, scattered across a catchment area nearly
half the size of Prince Edward Island) em-
phasizes academic and computer studies.
The young people who succeed in such a cur-
riculum leave home in search of opportunity.
Those who remain are ill-prepared for a pro-
ductive role where they live.

Principal Wayne Annis estimates that the

STRENGTHS
HE POST-SEPTEMBER 11 NEWS IS GRIM. Consumer demand is declining. Foreign markets are
shrinking and there is reduced access to capital and investment funding. All the signs point towards
economic downturn.

    But for many small, rural, resource-based communities in New Brunswick, this isn�t news at all - it�s just
more of the same. The trickle-down benefits from the businesses lured to our province by Premier McKenna in
the last decade didn�t quite reach northern York County. (Although some young people who could afford the
drive took jobs in urban call centres.) Our largest employer is an American-owned pulp mill, St. Anne-Nackawic
Pulp Co. Although a good corporate citizen, the mill is highly dependent on the unpredictable off-shore de-
mand for a specific paper product.
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operative enterprise. Here, for instance, is
what Jana Thomas has to say of the rela-
tionship between the Growing Circle Food
Co-operative and its community:

�Our mission is to link local consumers
and local producers and foster a more vi-
brant community through food. There will
be a strong emphasis on consumer educa-
tion, sustainable living, and giving back to
the community.�

Another part of the mission, she adds,
is to promote educational displays, work-
shops, and seminars on a wide range of sub-
jects l ike seed saving,  composting,
organic gardening, and healthy cooking
techniques. Hundreds of volunteer hours
were donated prior to the store�s inau-
gural opening last year.

IN CLOSING

The Co-operative Employment Program
is a boon for the employment
services field and an idea
whose time has come. Born
from a vision of inspiring un-
employed people to return to
the workforce to do some-
thing they love and to pros-
per, it provides advocacy for
those Canadians who wish to
be involved in developing a
business but seek a different model of
financial independence. In the words of
one co-op member, �It makes so much
sense for people to do it together rather
than alone.�c

ROMANA FREY, founder of The Co-
operative Enterprise Centre (CEC),
designed and implemented the Co-op-

erative Employment Program
and the Co-opportunities Pro-
gram. In May 2001, she won
the Victoria YWCA Woman
of Distinction Award for En-
trepreneurship in recognition
of her innovative work in the
co-operative sector. She lives
on Salt Spring Island, B.C., with
her 10-year old son Kieran.

Contact her and the CEC at (tel) 250-
653-9312, (e-mail)
RomanaFrey@aol.com, and www.co-
opinfo.com. All photos courtesy of
the Co-operative Enterprise Centre.
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standard curriculum is relevant for about 25%
of students. The other 75% have no educa-
tional alternatives. They literally do not be-
long anywhere. Some migrate to urban areas
or head west to seek their fortunes. Many
stay, but without motivation, hope, or sus-
tainable employment, they may turn to less
desirable options, such as dependency or
crime. Their families and neighbours feel
helpless to change the course of lives that
appear to be going nowhere.

ECO-VENTURES

Our community association, Neighbours�
Alliance of North York (NANY), struggles
with the issue of disconnected youth, their
wasted potential, and their lack of local
opportunity. We see an ongoing need to
involve youth in the socio-economic main-
stream if we are to maintain and strengthen
what we value in our communities. Small,
ad hoc projects can shore things up, but a
larger, more inclusive vision and field of ac-
tion are needed to reach the majority of
our marginalized youth.

Enter Eco-Ventures. It�s a program that
uses school-based enterprises to teach stu-
dents academic, social, and employment
skills. It began as a response to the closure
of Nackawic�s vocational shops in the late
�80s. Teachers despaired when they saw in-
telligent young people dropping out because
their hands-on learning style no longer had
validity within the school system.

Led by principal Annis, five Nackawic
teachers took action. They started courses
in silviculture, motor mechanics, outdoor
pursuits, and environmental studies. In ad-
dition to hands-on learning, however, the
goal was to inject an entrepreneurial spirit
into the curriculum. Eco-Ventures was es-
tablished as a micro-incubator of environ-
mental enterprises that could eventually
employ students and graduates. The con-
cept was based on an initiative at the high
school in Presque Isle, Maine, which op-
erates a variety of value-added agricul-
tural businesses worth many thousands
of dollars.

With support from the school district,
the provincial Department of Education,
and local business partners, Nackawic
equipped wood and motor shops. A state-
of-the-art technology classroom included
computer and printer capability to create
a wide variety of marketing tools. Contracts
with New Brunswick�s Department of
Transportation involved students in stream
restoration. St. Anne-Nackawic hired Eco-
Ventures to clear and build a nature trail
on company land. A local aquaculture op-
erator enlisted Eco-Ventures to raise fish
in donated tanks. In the wood shop, stu-
dents did repairs on wooden canoes and
began to build new canoes, paddles, and
kayaks to sell.

As of October, students had con-
structed a greenhouse and acquired four
large fish tanks to expand the aquaculture

Automotive repair, a greenhouse
to house fish-rearing tanks,
building canoes & kayaks - Eco-
Ventures� potential for mobiliz-
ing the enterprising spirit of high
school students soon out-
stripped the school district�s ca-
pacity. NANY, a nonprofit
community development associa-
tion, has connected the program
to new sources of capital & to a
wider vision of local change.
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component of the enterprise. Students are
clearing the overgrown woodlot next to the
school for an interpretive trail, and the rev-
enue from the harvested timber will help
finance another project.

ENTER NANY

The enterprise possibilities quickly out-
stripped the ability of the school system
alone to support them. That�s when Eco-
Ventures came to NANY in search of com-
munity support. As a charitable nonprofit
organization, NANY has the access to foun-
dation funding and government programs
that the high school does not.

NANY embraced the opportunity to
build a community infrastructure around
the Eco-Venture initiative. Last spring, the
Department of Education awarded
Nackawic High School and NANY an in-
novation grant to develop a directory of
community resources to support Eco-Ven-
tures. We hired three students last sum-
mer through HRDC�s student placement
program to complete work on a cedar strip
canoe and make paddles.

On a sunny October afternoon, several
of NANY�s directors visited the Eco-Ven-
tures shops. We were accompanied by rep-
resentatives of the school district, the
Department of Education, the New
Brunswick Youth Council, and other po-
tential funders. The experience was a
real eye-opener.

The former vocational wing of
Nackawic High School was a beehive of
activity. Students went diligently about
their business, sanding canoes, complet-
ing the greenhouse, or felling trees with
a chainsaw.

Students thrive on the responsibility
the program gives them. Its flexibility al-
lows them to make decisions on their own.
Media teacher Allison Burlock sent a crew
out to videotape the raising of the green-

house ribs. When he later went outside to
see why they had not returned, he found
them working on the structure with the
construction crew.

On another occasion, a supply who
filled in for Environmental Studies teacher
Rien Meesters reported, �I didn�t do any-
thing all afternoon. The students kept
things going, got their projects in, were
working inside and out. It was the most fas-
cinating time I ever had, just standing back
and watching students teach students.�

THE NEXT LEVEL UP

The results of this approach are beginning
to emerge in the school. Principal Annis
has documented less absenteeism, fewer
discipline problems, and an interest in
learning that is often missing in a stand-
ard classroom. Taking responsibility, plan-
ning ahead, organizing action, experiencing
how business works, co-operating, collabo-
rating, and meeting high performance
standards - these are among the many ben-
efits of Eco-Ventures. Students are gain-
ing practical knowledge, but they are also
acquiring the habits of good citizens.

Our momentum is building. NANY
continues to submit proposals to govern-
ment agencies and other potential funders.
A generous $40,000 grant we just received
from Canadian Rural Partnerships will en-
able us to realize our top priority: hiring a
community mobilization co-ordinator to

identify resources and assets to support
youth enterprise. We are working on the
community inventory and looking for prod-
uct marketing options.

We didn�t start with any great strategic
vision here. We are playing from our
strengths. This is the classic community
development process in action - start some-
thing, build on your assets, engage in part-
nerships with shared goals, seek resources.
The school staff recognized the issue of

marginalized youth in a shrinking economy,
and created Eco-Ventures. NANY has the
connections to be able to help Eco-Ven-
tures to the next level. Provincial and fed-
eral agencies, the private sector, and the
union local have all taken notice.

It's too early to talk about Nackawic as
a part of a �CED strategy.� We are defi-
nitely on to something, though, given the
resources and circumstances at hand. It
may yet prove one part of an engine of re-
vitalization. At the very least, we expect
the linkage between school, students, and
community to grow stronger as we work
together to help our youth fulfill their eco-
nomic and social potential. Stay tuned.c

SUE RICKARDS, a high school teacher in
a previous incarnation, got her start in
CED by accident, running the rural back
roads for the New Brunswick Housing
Corporation for eight years. Since 1994
she has worked independently with Born
Again J.E.A.N.S., a women�s sewing
microenterprise, and other experiential
education and community development
projects. She enjoys her role as NANY�s
liaison with Eco-Ventures. Contact her at
(tel) 506-363-2969, (fax) 506-363-5176,
and (e-mail) selbyinc@nb.sympatico.ca. All
photos courtesy of Sue Rickards.
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