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Credit Unions
New co-operatives
developing in Saskatchewan stay connected

by Kira Olfert
for SP Creative Features
Co-operatives continue
to fuel economic growth in
Saskatchewan. The province’s
1,280 co-operatives employ
15,000 people. In 2014, 22
co-ops were on the list of
the Top 100 Companies in
Saskatchewan, with Federated
Co-op being voted the number
one business in the province.
Patrick Lapointe is the
Co-operative Development
Oﬃcer for Saskatchewan Cooperative Association (SCA),
an organizing comprised of
11 member groups: Access
Communications Co-operative
Limited, the Canadian
David Palibroda, board chair of Saskatoon Car Share, stands next to one
Worker Co-op Federation,
of the vehicles in the co-operative’s ﬂeet. (Supplied photo)
the Centre for the Study of Cooperatives at the University of
Saskatchewan, the Community
or organize the co-op, and then they can apply for
Health Co-operative Federation Limited, Concentra
incorporation through the Co-operative Act. Once
Financial, the Co-operative Housing Federation of
they are incorporated, they need to develop a
Canada, the Co-operative Housing Association of
business plan that expresses the services they will
Saskatchewan, The Co-operators, CUMIS Insurance,
provide and how they will ﬁnance and manage them.
Farmer Direct, Federated Co-operatives Ltd. and
When they have the resources they need to start the
Saskatchewan Credit Unions.
business they can start it up. They will need to plan
Lapointe says several factors contribute to the
and take actions after that to sustain their co-op such
success of co-ops in the province. First and foremost, as acquiring new members, training their board and
he explains, “Co-ops are formed speciﬁcally to meet
staﬀ, and ensuring the co-op runs well.”
a stated need in a community. Secondly, co-ops
According to Lapointe, the process from initial idea
are owned and controlled by members, and are
to incorporation takes, on average, one to two years
therefore held accountable for their decisions. They
to complete. SCA oﬀers support from the beginning,
are democratically controlled and each member has
from looking over proposals, linking the start-ups
a vote.”
with resources, helping with feasibility studies and
However, in the early 2000s, support for and
business plans to providing help with initial ﬁnancing
membership numbers in co-ops in the province were
as well as mentorship and professional development
waning. Lapointe says the SCA met to discuss “if
seminars once the business is open.
the co-op model was still good, and if so, how could
Co-ops are, Lapointe explains, an important part
we revitalize it?” They met with the provincial and
of Saskatchewan culture. Especially in rural areas,
federal governments and decided to implement a
the co-op is often the only local grocery store or
full-time Co-op Development Oﬃcer position in 2010. mechanic available, and where the credit union is the
This decision seems to have been a key factor to the
main bank in town. “For some of those smaller towns
resurgent success of co-operatives in the province,
where it is a challenge to maintain their existence,
especially as evidenced by the numbers of startco-op businesses keep them viable, and are the key
ups. In 2009, there were two new start-ups in the
engines that keep the communities driving.” SCA has
province, but in 2011, the year after the position was
a commitment to support co-ops to stay in these
created, that number had grown to 10, with 14 in
areas, as well as to support the development of new
2012 and eight in 2013.
ones.
Lapointe says the diversity in types and the split
“Our goals going forward are simple. We
between rural and urban locations of co-op start-ups
want to promote and expand the co-op model
also shows the strength of the model. For example,
in the province, and increase education of and
in the last few years, start-ups include an Aboriginal
opportunities for co-ops. And we want to continue
farming and marketing co-op, a brewing co-op, a carto expand our capacity to help develop new start-ups
sharing co-op, a grazing co-op, a water-utility co-op, a and to give people access to resources they might
land and lake maintenance co-op, a ﬁshing co-op and need. Especially, we would like to make internet
a digital marketing co-op.
resources, like webinars and step-by-step instructions
Starting a co-op, says Lapointe, begins with a
on how to look at feasibility and marketing available
common goal. “An individual or a group will perceive
online for organizers and board members. We want
a need in a community. They then ﬁnd like-minded
to make people more aware of the importance of
people who are prepared to go ahead with them on
being involved in co-ops,” says Lapointe. When all is
the project. At least ﬁve people are needed to start
said and done, SCA wants co-ops to continue to be a
a co-op, although in some special circumstances,
vital part of Saskatchewan’s culture.
we will allow for only three people. The provincial
Olfert is a Dundurn freelance writer.
and federal governments make some funds available
for feasibility studies, so that the group can decide
if their idea will work, and what kind of resources
they will need to be successful. If the group decides
to go ahead with their start-up, they next need to
look at what they will deliver and who will steer
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Saskatchewan Credit Unions continue to serve the province with
a mandate based on best banking practices, innovative technology
and strong community relationships. According to SaskCentral CEO
Keith Nixon, at the end of 2013, there were 51 Credit Unions in the
province, serving 490,000 members in 250 communities from 280
service outlets. “We serve every kind of community, of all sizes, in
all corners of Saskatchewan,” says Nixon.
Just as the size of the towns vary, so do the credit unions’
assets sizes, which range from $16 million to more than $4
billion. Overall, Saskatchewan Credit Union business practices have
led to assets of $18.2 billion with revenue of over $809 million,
and Credit union lending amounts have reached to $14.6 billion –
a signiﬁcant share of the Saskatchewan ﬁnancial market.
In addition to serving Saskatchewan locales, Saskatchewan credit
unions donated $75,362 to international co-operative and credit
union development projects in 2013.
Recognized as early technology adapters, Saskatchewan
Credit Unions were the ﬁrst banking institutions in Canada to
introduce ATMs, debit cards and online banking, and have recently
introduced innovations like personal teller machines. Aﬃnity
Credit Union is now the ﬁrst bank in Saskatchewan to pilot mobile
remote deposit capture, where you can deposit a cheque online
via your smart phone by taking a picture of it.
While embracing technology, Nixon says it’s still vital for credit
unions to maintain personal relationships with their members.
“Our motto is ‘people helping people’. So we need to ﬁnd ways to
still provide a personal touch in this electronic age.”
One way this can be achieved, according to Nixon, is by
electronic meetings where, “even if the other person is in a
diﬀerent city, you can still see them and hear them. That creates
more of a connection.”
Nixon adds that credit union staﬀ members have held and
must maintain “positions as community leaders, active in local
communities, and giving time and sponsorship to opportunities
like sporting and cultural events. In 2013, Credit Union employees
donated over 35,000 volunteer hours to various community
projects. Our people have always had a presence in their local
community, and this is an important step in moving forward for
Saskatchewan Credit Unions.”

Star Egg is proud to be a supplier to Saskatchewan’s
Co-operative Network. We work diligently every day
to maintain the healthy relationship which allows us to
provide Co-op Gold Eggs and GoldEggTM/MC products
to egg lovers across Saskatchewan.
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From our branches to the world.
As a credit union member, your contributions help
to grow bigger communities, stronger economies
and a better world.
Together, we’re building a world of possibilities.
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