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Today, with its three staff and pool of some 15 volunteer

grown-up role models, the Youth Co-op typically serves 15-18

youth (and as many as 30) on any of four weekday afternoons

after school. Overall, approximately 150 young people visited the

Youth Co-op during 2001. About 30 can be called“regulars.” They

attend at least once a week and stop by almost every day, even if

just to say hello, see what’s happening, or pick up their

paycheques.

The Youth Co-op is located just south and west of down-

town, a couple of blocks inside the commonly accepted borders of

Saskatoon’s inner city. This location is easy for many core youth

to reach, while accessible to youth from across the city who

bicycle or use public transit. On average, there is an even split

between male and female participants. While the Youth Co-op

designates different days for different age categories, overall the

average participant age is about 12. Over three-quarters of

participants are aboriginal.

The Core Neighbourhood Youth Co-op first
opened its doors in 1996 and has since served
hundreds of Saskatoon youth who are looking
for a place where they can learn valuable skills,
have fun in a safe, respectful environment, and
earn spending money. The Youth Co-op
continues to grow steadily in both scope and
ambition.

Saskatoon’s Core
Neighbourhood
Youth Co-Op

Building Skills through Economic Development & Environmental Ethic

By Sarah Polkinghorne

The organization is now sufficiently mature, stable, and well-

recognized that in many ways it could be used as a model for

other communities who are looking for innovative ways to engage

youth in building a sense of environmental ethic, a feeling of

responsibility for their communities, and some degree of power

in the marketplace.

It feels really good when I get my paycheque. Jamie Pelly, 11 years old
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The Not So Distant Past

A group of neighbourhood adults, concerned about the lack of

meaningful recreational options for core youth, started the Youth

Co-op project in 1996. These founding“grown-

ups” included schoolteacher Owen Fortosky and

retired police officer Rusty Chartier, both of

whom remain involved with the Youth Co-op

today. Several others were concerned about the

health of the city’s core and saw that the well-

being of the neighbourhood’s youth was a crucial

indicator of this health.

This initial organizing board decided at first to

focus on involving youth aged 12-18. (Today,

CNYC serves people aged 5-18.) Board members

felt that these youth were most at-risk of becom-

ing involved with criminal or exploitative

situations or losing their school attachment. On

the other hand, people in this age bracket might be very capable

of participating fully as co-op members, assuming responsibility,

and benefiting from shared rewards.

Early on there were several key learning experiences.

Community awareness of the CNYC was much lower than it is

now, so youth demand often far exceeded the staff resources

available. The demand for youth-produced“green goods” often

outstripped supply.

The“stress story,” as former CNYC co-ordinator Michelle

Beveridge calls it, is one startling example of this. In September

1998 the CNYC, having closed at the end of its pilot phase, was

ready to reopen. Michelle, the only person on staff at that time,

had gone to great lengths to spread the word through neighbour-

hood schools that the Co-op was re-opening and providing

Thanks primarily to this central location and to the Youth Co-

op’s growing reputation as a quality source of both after-school

work opportunities and“green goods” (like compost bins and tree

bands), Youth Co-op workers were able to generate close to

$10,000 in 2001. CNYC paid back over 70% of this to them on

its regular bi-monthly pay days.

The Youth Co-op means doing fun stuff, like selling
plants and having a babysitting course.

Misty Apooch, 11 years old

There is a struggle to
balance the Co-op’s

tangible, yet finite, assets
with core youth’s desire to

work, learn, and earn.
This is an adjunct to the
overarching challenge of

sharing responsibility
between the grown-ups

and the youth.

The Worker Co-Op Model

The Youth Co-op aims to operate as much like a worker co-op as

possible, and the worker co-op model is perhaps most evident in

the redistribution of revenues. In consensus with adult supervi-

sors, youth keep track of their hours of work on any given project.

At the end of the project, the revenues to be distributed are

divided by the total number of hours of work, thus creating at

per-hour wage specific to that project.

This model simultaneously rewards youth for committing as

many hours as they can to a project, and for completing the

project as professionally and efficiently as possible. Both these

attitudes will help the workers in every job they

ever take.

The CNYC has always focussed on environ-

mentally responsible and educational projects. In

addition to this, however, two crucial criteria

guide Youth Co-op staff and participants when

they decide which projects to undertake. Firstly,

the project must present skill-building opportuni-

ties, whether specific (for example, learning how to

do woodworking) or general (like learning how to

communicate with people in a professional,

confident manner). Secondly, and most impor-

tantly, the youth who are to complete the project

must approve of it. Ideally, they will have gener-

ated directly the very concept by themselves.

The Youth Co-op never imposes projects on youth. Without

means through which youth can impact the direction and

decision of the program, the CNYC would become a co-

operative in name only. Worse, it would lose the support of the

youth with whom it must remain engaged if it is to survive.

(left) CNYC’s experience speaks to the power of co-operatism and

environmentalism to engage youth – even pre-teens. Here, members

prepare a garden with trucked-in soil, on the grounds of an former

municipal electrical utility. (above) Recycling is high on the CYNC agenda.

These co-op members are standing beside the “Free Box” they built under

commission from the University of Saskatchewan Students Union. The

Box is a container for winter clothes and books that people drop off or

pick up, according to their situation. Similarly, CYNC carries out a

neighbourhood “Recycling Roundup” which, among other things, stocks

the Co-op with used bikes for people to choose and repair.



program, if they are to truly enhance their capacity as community

leaders – and have lots of fun doing it.

Addressing this challenge of balance is a never-ending process. As

young as the Youth Co-op is, we can see how much it has

stabilized over the past few years. For example, CNYC has

evolved a system of rules and procedures that are extremely well-

respected because they have been developed and accepted by

everyone who enters our space.

Everyone accepts that apple cores never get thrown out. We

feed them instead to the vermicomposting worms (that we grow

ourselves). Everyone accepts that swearing is grounds for a

punishment of ten push-ups. By working with adults to develop a

day-to-day routine (including regular payday“members meetings”

at which all kinds of concerns are raised and congratulations

given), the CNYC’s young participants ensure that they are able

to work on projects that interest them and will reward them for

their effort, whether in terms of learning, fun, money, or all three.

CNYC’s adults, meanwhile, recognize that the youth are learning

how to be involved in such a system and are gradually becoming

aware of their strengths as co-operative, generous, and imagina-

tive citizens.

Age is one of the Youth Co-op’s central strengths today, and

not only because its programs and procedures are stabilizing and

its projects becoming better known. The Youth Co-op is old

enough now to have a steady, strong group of regular participants

who are committed to projects and the general well-being of the

program. These are the youth who don’t say“oops, gotta go” when

staff ask for a volunteer to sweep the floor, and whose co-

Strategic Strengths –
& Weaknesses

opportunities for paid work. On opening day, September 15,

Michelle turned onto Avenue B – to find 70 young people waiting

at the Co-op’s front door.

Although nothing that dramatic has happened since, there are

still days when staff are forced to turn potential participants away

because“the co-op is full”: there isn’t enough grown-up supervisors

for all the projects that we would need to meet the demand.

The heart of the“stress story” is the struggle to balance the Youth

Co-op’s tangible, yet finite, assets (staff time, volunteer time, space,

materials, market demand, awareness) with core youth’s desire to

work, learn, and earn.

This struggle is an adjunct to the overarching challenge faced

by the Youth Co-op as it matures: finding a balance in the sharing

of responsibility between the grown-ups and the youth. This

balance hinges on the implications of Youth Co-op’s perception of

itself as a“co-op,” and, more specifically, as a“youth co-op” following

the worker co-op model.

Logically, if the Youth Co-op is to function as a co-operative

with youth as its members, staff must be committed to develop-

ing an awareness of the co-operative model in youth. This leads

necessarily to giving youth some level of decision-making power

and control over the projects that the Youth Co-op undertake.

Ideally the youth, as workers, should be able to decide which

projects CNYC will undertake, and when. In the marketing of

youth-produced goods, youth should be able to make all of the

production and marketing decisions surrounding every project.

However, many youth come to CNYC without ever having

been placed in a situation of responsibility and ownership before.

This makes too much decision-making power a risky gift. At the

same time, staff cannot ignore the interests of outside stake-

holders. Volunteer board members and government funders are all

aware that Youth Co-op participants will benefit more, the more

productively they can use their time.

Liability is a concern as well. Staff must work to minimize the

youth’s exposure to all of the workplace hazards that exist at the

Youth Co-op. CNYC’s woodworking shop is no more hazardous

than any industrial arts classroom. But when youth want to use

this shop as a break-dancing studio, the space suddenly looks

much more menacing, with nails, staples, and power tools

everywhere.

Essentially this is a struggle between a need for responsibility

and ownership, following the co-op model, and a need to avoid

danger and chaos and keep everyone under our roof safe and

meaningfully occupied. Adults disagree among themselves about

how much chaos is too much and how much risk is too much.

This disagreement can easily be extended by including in the

debate the young workers who are affected most directly by it.

At times it seems like every adult has an opinion about how

best to build the capacity of youth. But it’s CNYC’s youth

members who must ultimately make the decisions about the

Finding the Balance
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(above and right) CYNC maintains an organic garden in raised beds

made from old municipal dumpsters. Members force many of the herbs

and vegetables in the Co-op greenhouse. Much produce (particularly

vegetables) members choose to take home, but some they also sell to

local restaurants and delicatessens.



numbers alone. The Youth Co-op does as much long-term

strategic planning as possible, and does its best to satisfy outside

stakeholders without shoehorning itself into a funding scheme.

In addition to its innovation in marrying youth engagement,

co-operative structures, and revenue generation, CNYC has

always empowered youth to learn about the environment and

their role in it. This, a priority of the original organizing group,

has become very important to the youth over the years. Many

projects focus on environmental education and responsibility,

including“recyclables round-ups” and the making and selling of

vermicomposting kits. Other projects, while not directly related

to environment, we always carry out as sensitively as possible.

I am amazed at how powerful these two

broad mandates are – co-operative philosophy

and environmental advocacy – when combined

in efforts to help youth learn self-sufficiency for

themselves and concern for the world around

them. The Youth Co-op’s greatest benefits are a

result of the fusion of these complementary

areas of emphasis.

Focussing on environment gives youth the

skills and sensitivities they need to view their

world as a place upon which they can have a

positive impact. Focussing on co-operation

helps youth develop the skills and sensitivities

they need to have positive relationships with

other people in their lives. Emphasizing

environment creates a sense of stewardship for

the natural world, while emphasizing co-operation creates a sense

of stewardship for peers and family. Both philosophies encourage

youth to think of themselves as responsible leaders who are

capable and deserve to have positive control over some circum-

stances in their lives.

The Youth Co-op also educates the broader Saskatoon

community, showing people from across the city that core

neighbourhood youth are a positive presence. However, the

benefits to the youth themselves are the ones that will be most

powerful and lasting. In spite of (and in some cases thanks to)

ongoing challenges, the Youth Co-op continues to gain momen-

tum, profile, and stability. Everyone involved deserves some credit

for this, but the youth deserve the most. They are the ones

generating hope for a future of self-reliance and social and

economic well-being among their siblings,

cousins, and larger communities.

operative awareness is at least well-developed enough not to

mistake“pay day” for“cheque day.”

Working with this core group, the Youth Co-op is able to do

long-term planning more effectively than ever before. Because this

core group will follow through on its interests, staff are better able

to respond to their demands with special guests and teachers.

Recent experiments with a Red Cross babysitting course and

dance workshops have all succeeded because of the sustained

commitment of the“regulars.”

Another main strength of the Youth Co-op is its reputation

among young people as a fun, different place to visit. CNYC is a

place that generally succeeds at being free from violence and

disrespect, and because the rules are accepted by

and enforced by everyone, CNYC staff are able

to be flexible and relaxed, rather than“playing the

heavy” most of the time. The Youth Co-op also

has a good reputation among those who use its

products (such as compost bins) and its services

(such as newsletter delivery).

Unfortunately, this stability is threatened by

outside factors. We cannot be certain of the

program’s funding nor of our tenancy in

Saskatoon’s old electrical building, a property

which the City may soon“redevelop.”

As with any CED undertaking, there are many

social benefits in addition to economic ones. These social benefits

– greater community pride, decreased participation in crime –

can seem impossible to measure statistically. This presents a

hurdle to the Youth Co-op in its relationships with several

funders, who may prefer to measure success through graphs and

Benefits
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At times it seems like every
adult has an opinion about

how best to build the
capacity of youth. But it’s
CNYC’s youth members

who must ultimately make
the decisions about the

program, if they are to truly
enhance their capacity as
community leaders - and
have lots of fun doing it.
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