
S
ince 2001 Prescott-Russell Services to Children and Adults (PRSCA) has offered

people in the United Counties of Prescott-Russell, Ontario a single point of access

to a multitude of educational, health, and social services, including support

groups, sheltered workshops, and 24/7 crisis intervention. Despite these efforts, a large

number of intellectually disabled citizens in the region continued to face chronic

unemployment. The PRSCA had to find a solution to this problem.

Following a presentation by Ethel Coté, a specialist in social economy, a new idea

emerged: Why couldn’t PRSCA create a social enterprise? We studied how nonprofit

organizations in France, Switzerland, and the United States had started social

enterprises, and thought about replicating these models in our region. The PRSCA

envisioned the transformation of existing, traditional “sheltered workshops” into

real businesses. But by 2002, the differences between the PRSCA’s “social support”

and the realities of the “economic approach” necessary to social economy projects

had become unmistakeable. PRSCA leaders found that their organization could not

be both a social service provider and an employer at the same time! The objectives were not the same. A

separate organization was needed.

A group of community leaders therefore came together to discuss and evaluate if and how to create a

new organization to act as an incubator and an operator of social businesses mandated to employ people

at risk of chronic unemployment. For two years, the committee worked to establish exclusive agreements

among various stakeholders, including the PRSCA, and to plan the new organization’s structure, policies,

and procedures. Finally in June 2004, Groupe Convex Prescott-Russell was federally incorporated as a not-

for-profit organization. Its first board members were elected from the community leaders who formed the

original committee, and PRSCA’s project leader became the first Executive Director.

Groupe
Convex
A social business network
turns a profit – & much
more besides

By Caroline Arcand

Employment is one of the most

gratifying experiences in North

American society. By allowing

our employees to be busy, to

work on a team with other

ordinary people, to contribute

their ideas to the business, to

develop their competencies and

their image, to reach high

expectations … this is how we

accomplish our goal.
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assemble outdoor

furniture in Menuiserie

Casselman Woodshop,

one member of the

Convex social business

network. Photo

courtesy of the

Woodshop.
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Structure, Mission, & Constituency

Groupe Convex is an umbrella organization under which social businesses

are launched and operated. All the businesses are provincially registered and

belong to Groupe Convex. Their profits are reinvested within the parent

organization and their economic performance is recorded in a single

consolidated financial statement. Therefore, some operations may do well

financially and others may do less well, but it’s the consolidated bottom line

that counts the most. This structure enables new or experimental ventures

to survive while performing their mission to create employment

opportunities.

The manager of each business reports directly to the Executive Director

on four areas of management: Finance, Marketing, Relationships, and

Mission. Today, Groupe Convex is a network of nine social enterprises that

together employ over 100 people, of whom 77% face serious barriers in the

job market.

operations and from other funding sources accessible to employers and

for business expansion together constitutes over 64% of the operating

budget.

Let me introduce you to two members of the Convex “family.”

Recycle-Action is still in its early stages, launched in 2008 after the

completion of a needs analysis. What is amazing about this particular

venture is its ability to respond to the needs of the community while

achieving its social mission.

Recycle-Action looks after the recyclables generated by institutions,

commercial businesses, and manufacturers in Hawkesbury, where there is

no municipal service for these products. Instead of ending up in the

municipal landfill, these products are collected, sorted, and sold to pulp

and paper mills. Recycle-Action recycles near 600 tons of cardboard,

papers, and other fibres, while providing gratifying jobs for two drivers, a

co-ordinator, and five manual workers, all of

whom have now received forklift training and

other health and safety courses. It is also a

participant in the Ontario Stewardship Program,

under which electrical and electronic wastes are

collected and then shipped to provincially-

approved recycling facilities.

Recycle-Action creates jobs, reduces the

amount of landfill waste, and provides an

important service to the corporate taxpayers. Our

employees are perceived to contribute a valuable

service to the municipality. Hawkesbury’s business

owners know and respect them. Everyone wins.

A second example is Menuiserie

Casselman Woodshop. As a supplier for Rona, Botanix, and Home

Hardware, the Woodshop’s products are high quality, made by hand from

top-of-the-line western red cedar. Thanks to a grant from the Government

of Canada through the Fondation Yves Landry, the Woodshop has been

able to train employees on new machinery and can now look forward to

exporting a line of outdoor furniture to France.

This place is a beehive of activity, employing, among others, the former

manager of a local bank. You can imagine how the self-esteem and

reputation of employees benefits from that. Where before they were at high

risk of exclusion, now they can be seen in the local restaurant enjoying a

beer with the former bank manager! That is exactly the kind of social

interaction and skill development that Convex businesses are intended to

create. By employing not only people targeted by our mission, but “Joe

Average” and “Joe-Above-Average” (local notables), we realize teams of

diverse, high-quality employees who are proud to be associated with a

business that sells high-quality products.

Our social enterprises demonstrate that social inclusion and social

economy are gains not only for the targeted workers, but for an entire

community.

Two Examples

Most of Convex’s targeted employees live with an intellectual disability.

In order for them to contribute as real employees, we must offer them

real work for real pay, and a real business setting! The conversion of

former sheltered workshops was an illusion… few of them remain.

Instead, new businesses were acquired or launched.

Convex’s mission is based on the fact that employment is one of the

most gratifying experiences in North American society. By allowing our

employees to be busy, to work on a team with other ordinary people, to

contribute their ideas to the business, to develop their competencies and

their image, to reach high expectations… this is how we accomplish our

goal: to create meaningful employment for people who at this point in

time could not get and keep a job anywhere else.

Significantly, some studies indicate that for every dollar the state

invests in social enterprise, it gets a return of approximately $4. It’s pretty

simple, really. Once people get jobs they become consumers of goods in

their community, and producers of goods that others consume. They fuel

up the economy. The literature also shows that a social enterprise whose

revenue covers at least half its costs of operations, while three out of four

of its workers are seriously disadvantaged in terms of employability, is

performing at a very high standard. Currently, Convex’s income from

A social enterprise whose revenue covers at least half its costs of

operations, while three out of four of its workers are seriously

disadvantaged in terms of employability, is performing at a very high

standard. Convex’s income from operations and from other sources

constitutes over 64% of the operating budget.



Convex Timeline

Thanks to devoted employees and directors, Convex has accomplished the following in the past three years:

Impacts

Groupe Convex has benefited Prescott-Russell in a number of ways:

: Convex enables entrepreneurs

to create businesses that add to local economic diversity while channelling

to the community’s active workforce people once at risk of chronic

unemployment.

: Convex originated as a collaboration between several

community agencies and continues to foster networking among them,

including a sharing of responsibilities, functions, and best practices. The

same applies within the organization, too. Convex is a collective project that

allows managers to develop their own skills and co-ordinate activities and

resources with one another.

: the Convex model is replicable in rural areas across Canada

as a means of increasing awareness of the population and potential of

people living with intellectual limitations.

: Convex rallies the leaders of other organizations that share

its concerns regarding employability and the high unemployment rate.

: Convex raises awareness of the need of unemployed people to

work and contribute as citizens. It gives them a sense of value and inclusion

that, in turn, makes them healthier mentally. As consumers they will now

spend more on their health, including exercise and healthy food.

: Convex provides a practical and concrete learning laboratory

that demonstrates how stakeholders can take charge of a situation, find

partners, and invent commercial solutions to chronic unemployment. It

also enhances the ability of agencies to serve their clients, even when their

traditional sources of funding are in decline.

Economic diversification and capacity

Alliances

Awareness

Solidarity

Health

Learning

successful social enterprise at the World

Forum on Social Enterprise held in Edinburgh,

Scotland.

: for the social enterprise Recycle-Action

(see photo, left, courtesy Recycle-Action)

Convex receives the Award for

Excellence in Innovation from

Ontario Rehabilitation, Work

and Community.

: Convex receives a commemorative gift

from the Canadian Council of Social Enterprise

on the occasion of its fifth anniversary of

incorporation.

� 2008

2009

�

�

October 2008

’

: Convex’s

Executive Director is awarded

the title of Economic

Development Leader of the Year

at the Conference of Femmes

d Affaires en Développement

Économique Rural (FADER).

To others who choose this path or one like it, we offer the following

advice:

Emphasize, at the right time, the social cause of the business while

always striving to build your reputation for high-quality goods and

services.

Rely on active board members who are involved in the business sector.

Hire managers who are experts in the field and are “business wise.”

Benefit from collaboration with other members of the private sector.

Seize opportunities that will meet the needs of local business.

Compete with integrity. Don’t underprice local competitors. Instead,

offer a better product or service at the market rate, or higher.

Encourage your managers to act as a network and as good team-mates.

Do “good business.” Do not behave like a charity, behave as other

businesses do.

Seek ongoing exposure in your markets.

Generate revenues, contracts, and grants, from a variety of sources.

Maintain and develop business niches that will allow the targeted

population to make a real contribution to the rest of the community.

Groupe Convex: a small not-for-profit organization, achieving great

things for the community and for the citizens for whom it exists!
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CAROLINE ARCAND is the Executive Director of Groupe Convex Prescott-Russell. Contact

her at 613 282-4874, and learn more about Groupe Convex at www.groupeconvexpr.ca.
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2007

2007

November 2007

June 2008

August 2008

: Convex initiates exchanges and

partnership agreements with a French social

enterprise. Five workers experience working

within social enterprises in France, and vice

versa.

: Convex participates in

research projects by Algoma

University and Simon Fraser

University, both of which

confirm the significance of the

Convex model.

: Convex’s

Director is guest of honour at

the Annual Conference of

“Cadres des Centres d’Aide par

le Travail” in Agen, France.

: Convex’s approach receives

recognition at the International Conference on

Social Role Valorization in Sydney, Australia.

: Convex is cited as a model for

�

�

�

�

�

June 2009

November 2009

November 2009

November 2009

February 2010

: Convex organizes the 1st

International Conference on Social Enterprise

in Prescott-Russell. It convenes 250

participants from Europe, British Columbia,

Saskatchewan, and Abitibi and Rouyn-Noranda.

: Convex is one of four finalists

at the Angels for Social Enterprise (“Dragon's

Den for Social Businesses”) held at the 3rd

Canadian Conference on Social Enterprise in

Toronto.

: Convex is a finalist for the

Excellence Award of the Ontario Trillium

Foundation.

: the Executive Director is the

guest speaker in Marseille at a national

conference for organizations that achieve

social inclusion of handicapped persons

through employment (ESATs).

: the Executive Director is the

keynote speaker at Christian Horizon “Work for

Inclusion” conference in Ottawa.
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is an ejournal about Inspiring, Innovating, Inciting, and Inventing ways of life and work

that sustain both people and planet in this century of unprecedented challenges. is a

publication of the Canadian Centre for Community Renewal.

http://www.groupeconvexpr.ca
http://www.cedworks.com/i4_intro.html



