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basis to those in the higher income
brackets.

Common Harvest became the
cornerstone of LifeCycles’“explorations
of CED” in Phase One of the CED
Initiative. Developing this venture
provided LifeCycles with a vehicle for
defining and redefining its approach to
CED and enterprise development. In
addition, Common Harvest provided
valuable experience toward the intro-
duction of a fee-for-service component
within HomeGrown (Phase Two).
Common Harvest has also gone
through a significant learning curve of
its own, and has emerged with a
modified CED approach and a stronger
strategic plan.

an effort to achieve our mission and
meet our long-term sustainability and
employment goals. Our CED programs
comprise only a part of our
programming, however we have seen
CED programming and entrepreneur-
ship grow in importance in our
organization each and every day.

In late 1997, the Vancouver Foundation
provided us with the time and the
organizational support necessary to delve
into CED and help make LifeCycles and
the community more self-sufficient. Our
CED initiative began with the develop-
ment of two programs. The Common
Harvest Community Supported
Agriculture (CSA) program provided
customers with 22 weeks of local organic
produce delivered to their door – the
“CSA box.” The HomeGrown program
initially provided backyard garden design
and organic food production support/
techniques to people with low incomes. It
went on to operate on a fee-for-service

Our CED beginnings…

Our mission is to cultivate awareness
and initiate action around food, health,
and urban sustainability in the Greater
Victoria community. We work pro-
actively to promote and create personal,
shared, and community gardens, research,
educational activities, and youth skills
development programs. Through our
ongoing partnerships we help strengthen
individual, community, and global health.

LifeCycles is primarily run by youth.
We offer a range of community economic

development programs
that are focussed

on youth in

From the Ground Up
LifeCycles Plants the Seeds of Sustainable Growth

By Tim Ewanchuk & Tara Lindsay

LifeCycles Project Society
was incorporated in Victoria,
B.C. as a nonprofit charitable
organization in May of 1994, and
we’ve been working hard to help
create programs and projects that
are responsive to the needs of the
community ever since.

Three organic farmers, participants of

LifeCycle’s Agri-Food Youth Entrepreneurship

program, review their crop projections

for the year.
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Common Harvest …
The lessons we learned

In 1998, its first year, Common Harvest
provided 27 CSA customers (some bi-
weekly) with a full season of organic
produce delivery. The program was an
important step towards an alternative
means of consumption. It also
contributed to increased community food
security and the community’s economic
development through the support of local
farmers and an increase in the number of
food dollars circulating in the local
economy.

Four farmers were provided with
additional income, while youth workers on
the LifeCycles production site gained
valuable experience planning and growing
crops for production. Youth participants,
and particularly the program co-ordinator,
gained significant skills in business
management, operations, customer service,
accounting, financial management, and
record keeping. Common Harvest also
allowed LifeCycles to play a strong
outreach and education role in the organic
growing community and build stronger
networks with local organic farmers.

Through Year One of Common
Harvest we learned a number of lessons
that strengthened our approach. First of all,
the informal co-operative worked in some
ways, but also posed many challenges due
the shifting commitments and lack of
stability of the farmers in/volved. We came
to see the program as an incubation step
for growers (i.e., the majority of growers
will be new each year). As such, we
introduced a contract model in 1999,
although we will encourage collective
decision-making and accountability in areas
directly affecting growers.

It also became very apparent that
growing for Common Harvest with novice
youth workers, and managing all aspects of
the program within the context of youth
skills development and empowerment, was
not a sustainable project! The combination

of growing and business administration
resulted in energies being spread too thin.
We decided that LifeCycles would not be a
grower for the CSA boxes in 1999. We
instead focussed on supporting and training
the youth participants and the farmers.

This initiative also confirmed the
importance of mentorship as a critical
factor in the success and development of
LifeCycles’ capacity to incorporate a
CED approach, both at the
organizational level and at the level of
programs and ventures. The mentorship
provided by local farmers, businesses, and
other community members was
invaluable to Common Harvest.

LifeCycles’ experience with Common
Harvest then and since has illustrated
some of the challenges of operating a
business within a nonprofit, and has
raised questions around professionalism,
capacity, and infrastructure – which has
helped foster a new commitment to
efficiency, excellence, responsiveness, and
accountability within all of our programs.

30 customers in Year Two and capped its
capacity at 60 customers in Year Three
(or around 40 boxes per week).

In the last two years, we have come to
realize that the farmers need to be more
involved in the marketing, customer
relations, and planning in order for the
business to meet all its goals and run
successfully. In the future we will have
more connection between the farmers
and the customers. This past season we
had the farmers call all the customers to
do an evaluation of Common Harvest.
This provided the farmers with direct
feedback on their produce and gave the
customers the opportunity to ask
questions.

Some local box programs and farmers
felt that Common Harvest had an unfair
advantage because it is partially govern-
ment funded. Placing a cap on the
amount of customers seemed to satisfy
some of those concerned about us
expanding into their market. Common
Harvest capped its capacity at 40 boxes
per week to ensure that the program
keeps its integrity and continues to have a
good relationship with local businesses
and farmers. Limiting the amount of
money that Common Harvest makes will
also help maintain a primary focus on
capacity building instead of revenue
generation.

Year One of Common Harvest provided significant lessons in how to deal
with customers, the importance of a certain level of professionalism and

efficiency, and access to business planning materials and mentorship. Just as
important was the firsthand exposure to the difficulties of developing a

business in conjunction with youth skills development.

HomeGrown’s primary purpose is to provide community service in the form
of free garden installations. By introducing a fee-for-service component on a

large scale from the outset, HomeGrown risked decreasing its capacity to
fulfill this essential aspect of community service.

With a heightened awareness of the
challenges faced by the local agriculture
sector and a stronger understanding of
CED, we expanded our CSA plans for
1999 to incorporate not only incubation
of new growers, but also the development
of a more comprehensive approach with a
CSA network. Common Harvest will
continue as a model and a vehicle for
expanding the capacity of local growers
through a broader CSA network, in
which LifeCycles will work to promote
the concept of CSA through events,
displays, and printed materials. We
shifted the goals for the box program to

In the final analysis, the Common
Harvest program has provided us with
the opportunity to explore our role
within community economic develop-
ment. It has resulted in us ensuring that
all our programs now take an entre-
preneurial approach. That has shifted the
culture within the organization and in
turn our program planning. In future we
will consult with other groups about
what we have learned, and continue to
look at ways to become more financially
self-sufficient through the introduction
of revenue-generating activities in most
of our programs.
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Common Harvest has given us
business skills and knowledge that we
can pass on to the youth and farmers
that we work with. We have established
many of the systems necessary for
running a box program and worked out
the kinks. Within LifeCycles the CED
work we have undertaken through our
programs and projects has nurtured our
entrepreneurial spirit.

A clear indication of this is the
ongoing partnerships we are developing
within the private sector. LifeCycles has
expanded and strengthened networks
in the area of CED, building greater
links to technical assistance providers,
mentors, lenders, and markets. These
connections have provided valuable
support for the youth participants in
our programs and helped advise us on
future directions of our programs.

Our CED activities have also
allowed us to greatly enhance our
education work. We are nurturing a
public appreciation of food and
agriculture that is healthy for our

production and managerial capacity.
Everybody emphasized that fee-for-
service provision should not remove
focus from the community service or
youth empowerment. While we realized
that HomeGrown would not able to do
fee-for-service gardens and still maintain
an ability to build free gardens at the

HomeGrown…

Our HomeGrown program has drawn
on the experience of Common Harvest in
developing its own approach to CED and
enterprise development. Year One of
Common Harvest provided significant
lessons in how to deal with customers,
the importance of a certain level of
professionalism and efficiency, and access
to business planning materials and
mentorship. Just as important was the
firsthand exposure to the difficulties of
developing a business in conjunction
with youth skills development.

For HomeGrown, this challenge is
compounded by the fact that its primary
purpose is to provide community service
in the form of free garden installations –
which is enough of a challenge in its own
right. Demand was more than
HomeGrown could physically service.
There was a legitimate concern that by
introducing a fee-for-service component
on a large scale from the outset,
HomeGrown risked decreasing its
capacity to fulfill its essential aspect of
community service.

Before beginning, HomeGrown
conducted a study to determine the
feasibility of expanding the program to
include fee-for-service gardens. That
feasibility study made it clear that
HomeGrown needed to start small,
particularly due to concerns around

CED or not?

(above) Eight young agri-food entrepreneurs

receive organic market gardening training tips

from local organic farm member.

same level, we have begun selling books
and info and doing workshops for fees.
The program has also given us the
opportunity to again make our overall
organization stronger through the
development of better record keeping,
planning, and fundraising skills.

In the future, HomeGrown will focus
on business sponsorship, donations,
selling printed materials, conducting
workshops, and requesting funds from
the government and foundations to
generate revenue along with a limited fee-
for-service component.

Running a business through a nonprofit
has been challenging and rewarding.

Our CED positives …
Entrepreneurial spirit,
education, sustainable
practices, & youth
employment

economy, our environment, and our
community. To this end, in partnership
with a number of other groups, we have
developed The Greater Victoria
Organic Food Guide. It lists all the
local organic farms, restaurants, and
retail outlets that buy local and organic
produce, community gardens, and
advocacy organizations. We keep the
Guide current and we distribute it
throughout Victoria to ensure the
public can make healthy choices today
and in the future.

CED has also been an engine for
mobilizing resources towards the
agriculture and food industry and has
moved us toward becoming more
sustainable. Our CED work is not just
about economics. It has been a practice
that stresses an economy premised upon
relationships where people are moved
beyond the role of passive consumers to a
place where they actively participate with

Our CED work is not just about economics. It has been a practice that
stresses an economy premised upon relationships where people are moved

beyond the role of passive consumers to a place where they actively partici-
pate with their purchasing and identify the repercussions of each dollar spent.
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Rather than seeing youth
CED enterprise development

only in terms of ventures
attached to LifeCycles, we are
recognizing that we have a key
role to play in supporting and
incubating youth who wish to

develop independent businesses
and co-operatives.

start businesses in the agriculture and
value-added food sector. The program
combines business planning and
entrepreneurial skill enhancement with
individualized business development
support to meet the variety of needs
expressed by potential participants. The
program is ultimately designed to
empower youth and help them develop
avenues for self-employment.

TIM EWANCHUK has been with LifeCycles for

five years and currently serves as manager of

the Agri-Food Youth Entrepreneur Program

and co-manager of GroundWorks

LearningCentre. It was growing up on an 80-

acre family farm in Alberta that piqued in his

strong interest in sustainable agriculture

techniques and environmental practices. TARA

LINDSAY, who made her start as a Common

Harvest participant four years ago, now

serves as that program’s manager and co-

ordinator of the LifeCycles management team.

Keenly interested in local food security, Tara is

also a strong advocate of youth skill

development and leadership programming in

Victoria. All photos courtesy of LifeCycles

Project Society. Contact LifeCycles and

GroundWorks at (tel) 250-360-0799, (e-mail)

info@lifecyclesproject.ca, or go to

www.lifecyclesproject.ca.

(above) Common Harvest: a box of mid-season

organic produce grown by four market gardeners

and marketed and distributed by LifeCycles.

The Agri-Food Youth
Entrepreneur Development
Program represents a natural
progression of our approach to
CED. Rather than seeing youth
CED enterprise development
only in terms of ventures
attached to LifeCycles, we are
recognizing that we have a key
role to play in supporting and
incubating youth who wish to
develop independent businesses
and co-operatives. We are
continuing to explore and
remain responsive to venture
options; and now we have a new
focus on supporting and
incubating independent
ventures.

While we’ve had many struggles
during our move into CED
programming, we can honestly
say that we are now at a point
where we can make better
strategic decisions about our
work. We also have a much
better base of skills, knowledge,
and connections to help other
community members create
employment.

Thanks in part to our foray into CED,
the seeds of sustainability are planted.
We’re now starting to witness the growth
in entrepreneurial spirit and employment
among our local youth. Here’s hoping that
it may blossom even more
profusely in the days ahead.

In a nutshell …

their purchasing and identify the
repercussions of each dollar spent.

The move into CED
programs and projects has also
facilitated the creation of new
jobs, especially for local youth.
Through our networks we have
been able to help connect people
and synergize disparate energies in
future opportunities.

Our CED work has not been
created a significant amount of
revenue to support other
LifeCycles work. In the past
three years LifeCycles has
received 20% of the overall
revenue from Common Harvest
sales, while the other 80% went
back to the youth farmers. The
majority of that 20% has gone
toward materials and supplies
with little left over to cover staff
costs. To reduce staff costs we
will likely increase the percentage
to 30% in future years or have
the farmers take on more
responsibility for the
management of the business.

We are also finding more and more youth
employees and LifeCycles program
participants – as well as youth volunteers
and friends – expressing interest in
exploring entrepreneurship as a possible
career path upon completion of their
terms with LifeCycles. The growing
interest of youth in entrepreneurship has
led us to developing the Agri-Food Youth
Entrepreneur Development Program.
This program provides the skills, tools,
and support for eight people aged 18-30
to develop business plans, explore
community business opportunities, and

What CED hasn’t
been for us …

The Future of LifeCycles
& CED …

A
significant revenue
generator

Youth
entrepreneurship is key



making volume 13, number 2waves 15

CCEDNet’s Mission is to:

Bring a national focus to the CED agenda�

�

�

�

Expand the scale and effectiveness of CED

Share information and learning

Build capacity and skills related to CED

The Canadian CED Network invites you to join CED leaders

from across Canada in a national CED movement.

An Invitation
to join CCEDNet

Our goals are:

enhanced community capacity for revitalization and self-

reliance

widespread recognition of CED as a significant strategy on

a national scale

solving economic, social and environmental problems at

the local level

�

�

�

Members of The Canadian CED Network work collectively to promote continuous innovation in their

organizations and to provide guidance and support for a new generation of CED leaders.

CCEDNet membership is open to individuals and organizations who support our mission, values and goals. To

become a member, visit our website at or contact us at: phone (toll-free)

877-202-2268, fax 819-758-2906, email info@canadiancednetwork.org, or mail C.P. 24, Victoriaville, QC G6P 6S4.

http://www.canadiancednetwork.org

STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY-LED INNOVATION

CCEDNet’s 2002 National Conference

CEDTAP Annual Forum

Winnipeg, Manitoba

September 24th to 28th, 2002

Don’t miss the action! For more information

and to register, visit http://www.canadiancednetwork.org

CCEDNet’s 2002 National Conference and CEDTAP Annual Forum, hosted by SEED Winnipeg, will offer

four days of learning and skills development workshops, discussion forums, structured networking and site

visits to CED practitioners, technical assistance providers, government representatives and other CED

partners and supporters from coast to coast to coast.

Youth involvement in CED is a priority for CCEDNet. To encourage youth participation in the conference,

reduced registration rates for students as well as travel subsidies and opportunities to volunteer are

available, and sessions are offered for all levels of experience, including a focus on youth leadership in CED.




