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President and co-founder of Coteau Books, Geoffrey Ursell, left, at the time of
his induction into the Saskatchewan Order of Merit, Autumn 2009. At right is Nik
Burton, managing editor of Coteau.

Coteau Books

As part of Saskatchewan
Co-operative Association’s ongoing series of
co-operative profiles, we
interviewed Nik Burton,
the Managing Editor at
Coteau Books for over
13 years. Prior to that,
in his 34-year career in
the literary arts, he has
been: a program officer
at the Saskatchewan
Arts Board; the executive
director of the Alberta
Book Publishers’ Trade
Association; and the first
executive director of the
Saskatchewan Writers
Guild. Born and raised
in Humboldt, Saskatchewan, Nik lives with his
family in Regina.
Thunder Creek Publishing
Co-operative Inc / Coteau Books
2517 Victoria Avenue
Regina, SK S4P 0T2
Phone: (306) 777-0170
Fax: (306) 522-5152
Email: coteau@coteaubooks.com
www.coteaubooks.com

Where is your co-operative located?
The Thunder Creek Publishing Co-operative, Inc, which operates under the
registered title Coteau Books, has its main office in Regina, Canada, and a satellite,
editorial office in Saskatoon, Canada.
When was it established? By whom?
Thunder Creek Co-operative was founded in June 1975, by four Saskatchewan
writers, Geoffrey Ursell, Barbara Sapergia, Robert Currie and Gary Hyland. Currie
and Hyland lived and taught high school in Moose Jaw; Ursell and Sapergia, both
of whom had lived in Moose Jaw, were living in Regina. As poets, they were all
experiencing difficulty attracting the attention of eastern Canadian publishers to
their work, so they decided to start their own press, to serve their work and the
work of their colleagues. Incidentally, Thunder Creek Publishing Co-operative Inc
was initially a multi-media company. One arm of the operation was Coteau Books
and a second arm was Caragana Records. The possibility existed of adding a third,
film-making arm if things worked out in that direction. Instead, Caragana Records
was wound down after releasing three albums of Saskatchewan music, and Coteau
Books carries on.
What is Coteau Books?
Coteau Books is a literary book publisher, producing books of fiction, poetry,
children’s literature, regional and literary non-fiction, and an annual cultural
calendar/day book. Our authors are all Canadian, and we put a special emphasis on
books from western Canada.
How does your co-operative operate?
Coteau was created under the Co-operatives Act of Saskatchewan, which was in
effect in 1975. We are a production co-operative because we produce things to sell,
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as opposed to being a “service” co-operative or a “financial” co-operative, to name just
a couple other options. Coteau’s bylaws state that no member/director shall financially
benefit from their membership in the co-op. This makes us a non-profit organization,
which not all co-operatives (some people would be surprised to find out) are. Being
recognized as a non-profit organization has advantages in terms of tax obligations, and
also makes us eligible for some grant-giving programs that for-profit organizations would
not have access to.
How many members does your co-operative have? How do they participate in the Co-op?
There are currently nine members/directors of Coteau Books. Our bylaws state that we
can have anywhere from five to 15 members at any one time. The directors participate in
the Co-op at quarterly board meetings where finances, programs of publication, future
plans and other operational activities are reported on, discussed, and decided upon by
the co-op.

“

What have the greatest successes of the Co-operative
been? How do you feel they were achieved?
Coteau Books has published nearly 400 original works by
Canadian literary artists, and made these creations
available to readers across Canada and beyond. This is
a major accomplishment. Coteau-published books have
twice won the Governor-General’s literary award, once for
fiction and once for poetry, and our titles have been
finalists in these awards a total of eight times, in the
categories of fiction, poetry, drama and children’s
We were founded in order to provide literature. We haven’t researched the issue, but rarely, if
an opportunity for literary artists
ever, has a small “regional” press been able to claim GG
from this part of the world to have
nominations in four genres.

an outlet for their best creative
expression, as well as for the Saskatchewan and Canadian publics to
have the greatest access possible to
the written expression of their
culture.

”

These accomplishments, and many others, were achieved
by an organization which has:
• the vision and the determination to make such things
happen
• the credibility in the creator community to draw
quality manuscripts to it
• the financial (grant) support from many sources and
levels of government, especially the Saskatchewan
Arts Board.

What community need does the Co-operative address?
We were founded in order to provide an opportunity for literary artists from this part of
the world to have an outlet for their best creative expression, as well as for the Saskatchewan and Canadian publics to have the greatest access possible to the written expression
of their culture. This applies to young people in the education system and adults in equal
measure.
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What are some of the challenges Coteau Books faces?
First, there is a massive paradigm shift going on in our
society right now, from the world of things
being recorded and available on paper, to things being
in digital form and available via a variety of electronic
media. This process is changing our world every day, in
ways we have yet to determine. Through this electronic
media, we face continued competition from the culture
of the entire world and a need to maintain a presence
of our OWN culture and reality in the midst of that
tsunami of information/entertainment.
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What do you envision for the Co-operative in the next
five years?
In the next five years, if Coteau is to survive, it is going
to have to become something much more than a “book
publisher”. It is going to have to become the “producer
of content” where that content will be available in a
multiplicity of forms and on a wide range of “devices”.
A co-operative model, which allows for the organization
to function as frugally as possible, will be essential. At
the same time as all this “new digital age” stuff is going
on, there will be a very important role to play in
cultural preservation, in serving the community that
values and reflects on
where we have been as a
society as the best way of
determining how to move
forward. In other words,
there is still a strong babyboomer demographic that
will be interested in more
traditional material,
available in traditional
ways.

Second, we are facing both
public sentiment and a policy
environment that seems to
believe everything on the
internet, or in any digital
form, should be available
free of charge to significant
portions of the population, if
not everyone. While
advantageous to the consumers, this attitude makes
it extremely difficult for the
creators of all this art/culture to actually survive to
continue doing what they do Coteau Managing Editor Nik Burton with a stack of books he's just
"persuaded" the authors to autograph for eager buyers.
best.
A third issue, specific to Coteau Books, is that, being
over 35 years old, with three of the four founding members continuing to serve as members/directors, succession is becoming an increasingly important challenge.

How can people find out
more about your
co-operative?
Coteau Books has a
fabulous new web site.
People can come and see us at www.coteaubooks.com.
In addition to information on our titles and activities,
people will find a way to sign up for our electronic
newsletter, our facebook page, our twitter account, and
the Coteau blog.
Publications of Coteau Books: new
teen novel-in-verse, Fishtailing, by
Vancouver author Wendy Phillips has
been named a finalist in the White
Pine Young Readers Choice Award in
Ontario and been nominated for a
Governor General’s Award; Fall 2010
Coteau Books catalogue; HERSTORY
2011, the longest running Canadian
women’s day book is produced annually by Coteau Books.
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