
Co-op Retail Store No. 32: 
Old Crow, Yukon
by Don McNair

In May 2015, Old Crow launched a 
brand new, 4,770 square-foot retail Co-
op store. It’s a landmark. Old Crow is 
now the 32nd member store in the Arctic 
Co-ops system and the only one located 
in Yukon.

The store is also a way to support 
healthy eating habits among the Vuntut 
Gwitchin First Nation, the inhabitants of 
Old Crow. But this support is delivered 
not so much through lower food prices 
as through local control.

Canada’s North is infamous for its 
food prices. It’s not unusual for people to 
pay $12.99 for four litres of milk, $49.99 
for 10 kilos of flour, and $8.99 per kilo of 
tomatoes.

These prices stem from high freight 
costs and high fixed costs. Just getting 
small lots of canned goods and perish-
ables from big southern warehouses to 
scattered northern hamlets costs big 
bucks. Add to that, very high rates for 
electricity, construction, repair, and 
staffing.

Ultimately, it’s difficult to offer prices 

significantly “lower than the other guy” 
without failing to cover your costs. Do 
that for a while and you’re out of business.

Old Crow has it even worse. While 
many other northern communities have 
access to shipping by sea or river, people 
and goods come to Old Crow by plane or 
not at all.

When the First Nation government fi-
nally terminated the lease on Old Crow’s 
Northern store in November 2014, one 
big reason was the price of its food. 
People regularly “outshopped” for gro-
ceries in Whitehorse and flew their pur-
chases back home.

But another reason was that a lot of 
the foodstuffs were heavy in sugar, fat, 
and salt, and produce was poor in qual-
ity. A third issue was poor maintenance, 
and how the store’s staff members were 
all southern hires.

In short, there was a lot more than 
exorbitant food prices on the minds of 
people in Old Crow. They wanted a say 
in their food supply.

Consequently, the closure of the 
Northern store did not take place in a 
strategic vacuum. Residents were already 

weighing their options. They wanted a 
community-owned grocery store, not 
one subject to the decisions of a few 
people, there or elsewhere. As a fly-in 
community, they needed extensive ex-
perience and expertise to make such an 
enterprise efficient and profitable. 

The answer was a retail co-operative. 
Not just that, the answer was a retail 
co-operative that is itself a member of 

a co-operative federation: Arctic Co-
operatives Limited.

Incorporated in 1972, this federation 
supplies its members with a “suite” of ser-
vices. In Old Crow’s case, that has meant 
accounting, store design and layout, and 
staff recruitment and training. It meant 
an established Point of Sale system to 
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Fresh fruit on display at Old Crow Retail Co-op. Photo: Arctic Co-operatives Limited.





Buckland 
Fire and 
Rescue
by Don McNair

The call from the 911 dispatcher comes 
at 1 am. A house is on fire in Spruce 
Home, 20 km north of Prince Albert. 
The occupants have evacuated, but an 
adjoining garage and workshop contains 
fuel cans. The Incident Command (IC) 
on duty at Buckland Fire & Rescue takes 
the call.

P25 radios emit a tone in the bedrooms 
of two dozen firefighters in Buckland 
Rural Municipality and Prince Albert. 
Within minutes, the IC knows exactly 
how many members are available to fight 
this fire.

At 1:16 Engine #1 and five members 
leave the hall for the fire at 15th Street 
NW and Whitfield Road. Within three 
minutes, another engine and two tankers 
have departed with six more.

By 1:24 they are all on site. The IC has 
taken stock, and the engines are con-
nected to the tankers. During the drive, 
he ordered in two more water trucks.

Had the weather been dry, he could 
have called in still more resources from 
partner emergency services across cen-
tral Saskatchewan. In a rural area, it’s al-
ways better to arrive with too much than 
with too little.

The members move fast. From three 
hoses they pour water down on strate-
gic points of the fire. The house is badly 
damaged, but flames never reach the ga-
rage or the trees. Neighbours bundle off 
the newly homeless family.

By 6 am, the fire is extinguished. 
Security tapes off the area. Job done, 
Buckland’s crew heads for the hall. 

While four members wash down the 
trucks and dry the hoses, a captain writes 
the report. By 7 am they all can head 
home, change, and drink a strong cup of 
coffee … before going to work.

Although they’ll receive a $20 hono-
rarium for each hour they spent fight-
ing that fire, it’s not their job. They are 
volunteers.

Are these men and women tired? For 

sure. But they’re also pumped. Their co-
ordinated action just saved someone’s 
livelihood, and it’s not even breakfast. 
Next time, they might save someone’s 
life.

Most firefighting across Canada is 
done by volunteers. But unlike most fire 
services, Buckland Fire & Rescue is not 
a department of the local government. It 
is a co-op, owned and run by its mem-
bers. It’s been protecting the people of 
Buckland RM since 1969.

Back then, a small fire hall housed one 
20-year-old truck and a tanker. In addi-
tion to buying a $30 share, 200 members 
paid $5-10 annually for the suppression 
of house, grass, and forest fires.

In the last 15 years, Buckland Fire & 
Rescue has vastly extended its range of 
expertise. Its 34 firefighters attend ve-
hicle accidents, conduct technical rescue 
(high-angle, trench, water, building col-
lapse), and search and rescue. It operates 
three fire engines, two rescue units, an 
ATV (for off-road situations), and five 
tankers.

Amazingly, almost all this gear is pur-
chased new, through targeted fundrais-
ing. About two of every three RM resi-
dents are members (as are most of the 
firefighters). They organize bingos, auc-
tions, and run the gate at local events. A 
steak and lobster dinner every April is a 
big money-maker.

While a share still costs $30, members 
pay a mere $100 (businesses, $150) for all 
these emergency services. In addition, 
the RM pays a retainer.

So a lot has changed in 47 years.
What hasn’t changed is the appeal of 

this kind of service to a certain kind of 
person. To be a rural firefighter, you have 
to be able to take directions and work as 
a team member coolly and efficiently in 

dangerous, volatile circumstances.
You have to be able to attend weekly 

training sessions and get certification in 
emergency first aid and in operating spe-
cialized equipment. You have to have an 
appetite for action.

Some of Buckland’s firefighters can 
run 100 metres with 20 kg of gear, but 
not all. There’s plenty of duties for people 
who can’t haul a hose through the bush. 
If you don’t have a stomach for accident 
scenes, you can always do traffic control.

What you do need is a compassionate 
nature for dealing with people in deep 
trouble.

Surprisingly, another prerequisite is to 
be able to say “no.” Volunteer firefighters 
can’t let the vocation compromise their 
family, their health, and the job they get 
paid for. If you can manage 200 or more 
hours a year, so be it. If you can’t, do less.

Some people do it for ever. There are 
members who did 30 or even 40 years 
of service before retiring. Others take 
all these skills and experience and make 
firefighting their career. No problem 
with that. Firefighters are like brothers 
and sisters, whether they are rural or ur-
ban, professional or volunteer.

Does any of that sound like you? For 
more information, visit Buckland Fire & 
Rescue’s website at bucklandfire.com or 
phone 306-763-2285.

manage inventory as well as transac-
tions. It also has meant connection to 
an existing supply network which, by 
combining vendor-members’ orders, 
drives down wholesale and shipping 
costs.

One big issue was the building 
itself, a multi-million dollar invest-
ment. Here, the First Nation govern-
ment stepped in. It secured a CanNor 
grant and a commercial loan, and 
built the store itself.

Completed in March 2015, the 
structure was then sold to the Co-op. 
It will repay the debt with the rev-
enues generated by the selling floor, 
and by the rental units for staff and 
travellers located on the second floor.

The Grand Opening that May was 
an interesting event. Customers voted 
with their dollars. By and large they 
steered away from the specials on 
pop, chips, and loaves of white bread 
and towards the fresh produce and 
whole wheat bread. They still do. At 
10% of total sales revenue, Old Crow 
continues to out-perform other Co-
ops in the Arctic in terms of produce 
sales.

Store policies affirm that same at-
tention to long-term sustainability, 
over short-term gratification.

All sales are cash. For the sake of 
cashflow, Old Crow’s management 
and board boldly decided not to let 
customers run tabs.

The Co-op does not promise “low 
prices.” Instead, it commits to “com-
petitive pricing.” Somewhat higher 
prices for cigarettes and sweets permit 
somewhat lower prices for produce.

People still pay $12.99 for those 
four litres of milk, $49.99 for ten kilos 
of flour, and so on. But their outshop-
ping in Whitehorse has declined. 

Why? Because the Co-op is their 
store. Of 250 residents, 160 are mem-
bers of the Co-op. They understand 
that the Co-op’s biggest benefits are 
not the prices paid at the till. Nor the 
patronage dividends that members 
receive at the end of a profitable year. 
Nor even the salaries paid to the six 
staff members, all of them local hires.

The biggest benefit of the Co-op is 
the control it enables people to exer-
cise over their own lives, within the 
limits set by the real world. It is by en-
gagement in and commitment to the 
Co-op that the people of Old Crow 
can really get a handle on what they 
eat and what it costs them.
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Engine #1, a 2010 Freightliner, is one of three Buckland Fire & Rescue vehicles equipped with hydraulic 
rams, cutters and jaws of life for vehicle extrication.



CRC Revolutionizes 
Wastewater Recycling
by Don McNair

They say that oil and water do not 
mix. Not true! In the oil refining busi-
ness, they mix a lot. So much so, that 
the Federated Co-ops Refinery Complex 
(CRC) in Regina is making itself a name 
by separating oil from water – again and 
again and again.

It takes a lot of water to get anything 
of value from crude oil. Vast amounts of 
steam are used to heat the crude and sep-
arate hydrocarbon chains into neat, mar-
ketable parcels of gasoline, kerosene, and 
diesel, lubricants, asphalt, and the like. 
Water is also used to cool these volatile 
products.

In fact, for every litre of product, re-
fineries can use up to a litre and a half of 
water. That’s a lot of water. 

What’s more, the water gets pretty 
dirty. Hydrocarbons float on its surface, 
are suspended in the middle, and sink to 
the bottom. Some organic matter is pres-
ent too, giving refineries a rather char-

acteristic odour. At the molecular level, 
ions containing calcium, magnesium, 
sulphur, and chlorine are present.

All this must get cleaned out before the 
water is discharged. All the while, fresh 
(or “raw”) water is being pumped into 
the refinery, and the process is repeated.

That may have made sense at the 
production and population levels of 
40 years ago. Nowadays, it’s becoming 
smart business economically and envi-
ronmentally to find ways to reduce water 
consumption.

That fact was all too clear to the own-
ers and managers of CRC throughout the 
building of its Section 5 expansion. This 
multi-billion dollar investment, com-
pleted in 2013, raised CRC’s capacity to 
6.8 billion litres of gas and diesel annu-
ally. That production could require bil-
lions of litres of raw water.

Where was all the water to come from? 
Once used, where would it go to?

Customarily, CRC drew raw water 
from wells on its property, topped up 

with municipal water when production 
peaked. Customarily, the wastewater was 
discharged to the municipal treatment 
plant.

Instead, could CRC purify and re-use 
some of the wastewater on site?

That was the question behind the 
Wastewater Improvement Project 
(WIP), a $200 million dollar investment 
that will be fully operational this fall. The 
WIP uses a 5-stage process to make as 

much as 65% of the wastewater reusable 
by CRC’s own industrial systems. It’s a 
level of recycling practically unheard of 
in this sector.

Here’s how it works.
At Stage 1, the wastewater is pumped 

into tanks and allowed to separate. Some 
rises to the surface, where it is skimmed 
off and reprocessed. Sediment and oily 
sludge sink to the bottom. It is removed 
and safely disposed in deep wells. This 
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Before and after: The bottle on the left contains dirty wastewater before it enters the Waste Water 
Improvement Project and the bottle on the right contains the clean results. Photo: CCRL-FCL
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Temperance Brewing Co-op  
Turns on the Taps
by Don McNair

There’s a new kid on Saskatchewan’s 
block of beers. It’s named West Coast 
India Pale Ale and debuted in September 
in Saskatoon. It is available in select pubs 
and breweries in Saskatoon now. Contact 
TBC (board@temperancebrewing.ca; @
TemperanceBrew) for more details.

You’ll know it by its amber-red colour, 
and a fruity, citrus aroma. Drink it really 
cold to savour its bitter, upfront flavour. 
Compared to the zombie-lagers churned 
out by Canadian and American macro-
brewers, Temperance Brewing’s IPA of-
fers a “potent flavour experience,” shall 
we say.

And that’s just the start. This brew is 
the first in a line of craft beers that will 
emanate in the coming months and years 
from Temperance Brewing Co-operative, 
Saskatchewan’s only co-operative brew-
ery. Its members appreciate beer the way 
other people do wine, whiskey, or scotch, 
and with the same appetite for adventure 
and excellence — in flavour, aroma, and 
body.

As owner-members, they are also in 
the brewery’s driver’s seat. From a list of 
four recommended beers they cast bal-
lots this summer to determine which 
recipe would go on tap first. The winner 
was Temperance Brewing’s IPA. (Think 
of it as a prototype, whose recipe may be 
adjusted with time and experience.)

But only two votes separated it from 
Brown Ale. If members eventually give it 
the nod, it too promises to be a real treat. 
Its malts will have been roasted longer, 
giving rise to hints of coffee, nuts, and 
chocolate in the flavour.

It will be darker, of course, but sweeter 
too. In fact, the flavour will open up as 
the chill comes off, so don’t get in an all-

fired rush to empty the glass. Instead, ad-
mire the lacing of the head down from 
the brim – the sign of a full-bodied beer.

One thing to note: being a very young 
co-op (2015), Temperance currently lacks 
the facilities and licensing to craft beers 
in commercial amounts. So Temperance 
found a partner in another, established 
craft brewery, Paddock Wood (1995). It 
agreed to brew Temperance’s beer so the 
Co-op could start getting the attention 
of local retailers and generate some rev-
enue. You see, craft brewers are a kind of 
fraternity, sharing a common, transcen-
dent vision: better beer.

Like another of Temperance’s future 
prospects, Wheat Ale. Now in this case, a 
malted wheat, instead of barley, imparts 
a yellow hue to the beer. The aroma is 
yeasty, fruity, and carries hints of banan-
as. The flavour has a distinctive sweet-
ness, and if the mash was garnished with 
oranges, even has a citrus element.

That is going to be one GREAT beer. 
Moreover, it will be a good one to have 
with tortillas or enchiladas. That yeasty-
fruitiness really complements those 
Mexican spices.

Since we’re talking pairing, try that 
glass of Temperance Brewing’s IPA with 
something other than chips – a really hot 
curry or Szechuan dish, say, or Buffalo 
Wings. If you slake your thirst with the 
ale, you’ll find that it quells the spiciness. 
You can enjoy your exotic cuisine, in-
stead of being overwhelmed by it.

But perhaps you like your standard, 
mild-mannered beer, and don’t see 
the point of all this gallivanting. Well, 
Temperance might just offer something 
to turn your crank, too.

Temperance has a recipe for a Blonde 
Ale that is clear with a pleasant mild aro-
ma some people term “grassy.” A highly-

carbonated and refreshing beer, there’s 
no complex flavour to ponder. Instead, 
it’s very clean. You take your sip, and it’s 
over. You’ll feel right at home, but have all 
the satisfaction of a community-owned 
and –crafted experience, not something 
manufactured en masse.

You’ll also see what comes of beer 
when it is driven by consumers, not cor-
porate shareholders. Temperance is a 
consumer co-op, meaning that its mem-
bers are its primary customers as well as 
its owners. As the ones bearing all the 
risk, they also enjoy particular benefits, 
like input about the beers to brew, dis-
counts, special member-only events, and 
other perks.

One thing is for certain: the owner-
members are not in this for the money. 
The profits from the sales of Pacific West 
Coast Ale and friends will be rolled back 
into the enterprise. That way, one fine day 
Temperance will do all its own brewing.

Temperance’s owner-members are in 
it for the beer. They want to explore the 
full gamut of ales: crisp, bold, creamy, 
hoppy, loud, floral, and like as not, one 
or two that are just plain crazy. Southern 
Tier out of New York State brews a des-
serty stout it calls Crème Brulee. Can you 
imagine?

The Co-op one of a cheerful gang in 
the lead of a new Temperance Movement. 
Its nemesis is the boring, one-flavour-
fits-all beers that currently dominate the 
market. The new Temperance movement 
opens the doors to quality beers that 
make life more exciting just by being so 
darn delicious.

Graduate Certificate in the Social Economy and Co-operatives

•  for working professionals from any background •  online learning •  face-to-face discussion
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Offered by the Johnson Shoyama Graduate School of Public Policy and the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives

www.usaskstudies.coop
www.schoolofpublicpolicy.sk.ca

Why are co-ops and social economy organizations important for local economies?
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Why do they succeed when other organizations fail?

Join a cohort of your peers to learn more about these remarkable organizations.

removes the bulk of the oil in the 
wastewater… but it’s still not clean 
enough.

At Stage 2, microscopic bubbles of 
nitrogen gas are introduced to the wa-
ter. They coax more oil to the water’s 
surface, where again it is removed 
for reprocessing. The water is cleaner 
still, but it’s still not clean enough.

At Stage 3, biological technology 
comes into play. In the Membrane Bio 
Reactor, bacteria are used to break 
down some of the organic compounds 
and ammonia in the water. The water 
is then filtered through hollow fibre 
membranes (“ZeeWeed”), a General 
Electric product. These remove sus-
pended solids, improving the water’s 
quality and odour.

At Stage 4, a Centrifuge recovers 
bacteria and extracts water from that 
biomass. The bacteria are returned to 
the Reactor, and the biomass is dis-
posed of. The water rejoins the rest 
of the “Permeate” — a clean, treated 
wastewater product.

Nevertheless, it still contains high-
er levels of dissolved solid organics 
than raw water. They spell trouble 
(corrosion and scaling) for steam tur-
bines and other machinery.

The fifth and final stage re-
moves these impurities. The 
Demineralization Plant removes the 
solids, softens the permeate, and 
strips it of carbon dioxide. It is then 
“polished” of those unwanted ions 
mentioned earlier.

The Permeate then re-enters the 
plant’s industrial systems. The WIP 
has the capacity to recycle two bil-
lion litres of water per year. That will 
reduce the volume of water which 
CRC draws from the municipal water 
system by the equivalent of 3,100 resi-
dential units.

To top things off, CRC has also 
built storm ponds in a variety of loca-
tions on site. By capturing rainwater 
and snowmelt, the plant can shrink its 
reliance on municipal water even fur-
ther as the Waste Water Improvement 
Project is able to utilize all water on 
site.

Water scarcity is a reality for many 
jurisdictions in North America, and 
the oil and gas industry is not im-
mune. It has taken a co-op, dedicated 
to community well-being as well as to 
sound business practices, to show a 
way out of this dilemma.

OUR CO-OP ADVANTAGE



Building a Better World 
Through Reconciliation

In March, Affinity Credit Union 
made a public commitment to pursue 
reconciliation among indigenous and 
non-indigenous people, and we did it 
with one goal in mind: To build a bet-
ter world for everyone, every day.

That’s what motivates everything we 
do at Affinity. Whether it’s managing 
your investments or lending money 
for your first home, we do it with the 
goal of building a better world for ev-
eryone, every day. Engaging fully and 
meaningfully in reconciliation fits 
perfectly into this goal. It’s one reason 
we’ve always made serving indigenous 
people a priority, and it’s a reason why 
renewing our commitment to recon-
ciliation is so important to us.

In 2015, after years of research and 
consultation, Canada’s Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
released its Calls to Action. Most of 
them were directed at governments 
and churches, but there was a sec-
tion directed to Canada’s corporate 
community. Our commitment came 
in response to those calls to action, 
and we’re honoured to be among the 
many organizations and individuals in 
Canada who have answered the call.

The TRC calls on corporate Canada 
to adopt the principles, spirit and in-
tent of the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of indigenous people, 
obtain consent from indigenous pop-
ulations before undertaking economic 
development projects that affect them, 
ensure equal access to jobs and train-
ing, and work to ensure existing em-
ployees understand indigenous histo-

ry, including the legacy of residential 
schools.

We announced our pledge at a 
National Reconciliation Gathering in 
Winnipeg on March 11, 2016, along-
side Vancity Credit Union from BC 
and Assiniboine Credit Union from 
Manitoba.   We’ve done a few dif-
ferent things so far as part of that 
commitment.

We’re developing a partnership with 
the Saskatchewan Indigenous Cultural 
Centre (SICC) to support the impor-
tant work they do in preserving First 
Nations languages in Saskatchewan. 
On March 21, we celebrated this 
partnership with a sweat attended by 
Affinity leaders and SICC representa-
tives, followed by a pipe ceremony and 
a feast at our main office in Saskatoon. 
This is one opportunity we’ve had to 
learn more about indigenous culture 
as an organization, and we look for-
ward to many more.

Part of this agreement involves 
translating the Affinity story and our 
co-operative values into First Nations 
languages, starting with Dakota and 
Plains Cree. By telling our story in 
First Nations languages, we hope to 
support the preservation of indig-
enous languages, and highlight the 
similarities between First Nations val-
ues and our own co-operative values.

Additionally, we’ve made a three-
year funding agreement to help the 
SICC support language and culture 
preservation through its traditional 
parenting workshops.

Another important event for 

us at Affinity this summer was a 
Reconciliation Canada event that we 
helped bring to Wanuskewin Park on 
June 8. It was an inspiring day of dis-
cussion, dialogue and engagement.

Affinity contributed to Wanuskewin 
Heritage Park’s Thundering Ahead 
campaign. Wanuskewin promotes 
better understanding among indig-
enous and non-indigenous peoples, 
and that understanding helps lay the 
foundation for reconciliation.

We have a two-year funding 
agreement with the University of 
Saskatchewan Aboriginal Students’ 
Centre that helped fund this year’s 
Graduation Pow Wow on May 25, and 
will go to that same purpose next year.

Each of these projects has an im-
pact, but meaningful reconciliation 
is bigger than throwing our support 
behind indigenous organizations. It’s 
about reducing the gaps that sepa-
rate indigenous and non-indigenous 
communities, and forming the per-
sonal connections that bring us all 

closer together. Building these bonds 
takes commitment and understand-
ing, and with these in mind we’re al-
ready developing our 2017 plans for 
reconciliation.

Reconciliation is a journey. It isn’t 
something where we can just flip a 
switch and be done with it. It’s going 
to take time and effort, and while the 
path may be long it’s exhilarating to 
be travelling down the right road. We 
hope you’ll join us!

We all have steps we can take to-
ward reconciliation. While our paths 
may not be the same, we encourage 
everyone to move forward along their 
own path. By moving forward togeth-
er, we’ll build a better Saskatchewan 
for everyone, every day.

Co-operatives First works with rural and 
Indigenous communities across western Canada 
to inspire community leaders and members to 
explore and create co-operatives that thrive.

cooperativesfirst.com 
306-382-4410 • e-mail: info@cooperativesfirst.com

Services For Home
And Business

100% Saskatchewan • Community Owned
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Left to right: Michael Bob, Affinity District Council 9 Chairperson; Jessica Bolduc, National 
Reconciliation Gathering co-host; Jan O’Brien, Vancity Credit Union; Vera Goussaert, Assiniboine Credit 
Union; Waneek Horn-Miller, National Reconciliation Gathering co-host at a National Reconciliation 
Gathering in Winnipeg on March 11, 2016.



Saskatchewan Filmpool 
Co-operative
by Don McNair

Back in March 2012, Brad Wall’s 
government dropped a bomb on the 
Saskatchewan film industry. It ter-
minated the Saskatchewan Film 
Employment Tax Credit (SFETC), the 
primary incentive for big-budget film 
producers (many American) to work in 
this province.

The loss of the tax credit dealt the 
film industry a mighty blow – a mortal 
blow, in the view of some. The big out-
fits picked up and left for Vancouver, 
Toronto, and elsewhere. A great many 
little outfits that supplied filmmaking 
machinery and technicians followed 
them.

Yet here it is 2016, and filmmakers in 
Saskatchewan are busy as ever produc-
ing dramas, comedies, and documen-
taries. Eight feature films have been 
shot in the last three years, and a raft of 
short films.

Like, who are these people?
They are the “Indies” – Saskatchewan’s 

independent filmmakers. They are lo-
cal folks with a story to tell about this 
province, its people and culture. They 
are determined to tell it well, and just 
the way they want to tell it – not the 
way a corporate partner might dictate. 
The audience for their stories concerns 
them deeply. The “market”? Well, not as 
much.

That dedication to story-telling, ex-
cellence, and audience are three of the 
keys to their artistry. But the fourth is 
organization. While these indies are 
individualists, most are not loners. 
They are committed members of the 
Saskatchewan Filmpool Co-operative, 
one of the oldest media arts co-ops in 
Canada.

The Filmpool was founded in 1977, by 
eight artists who had been working to-
gether on the set of “Who Has Seen the 
Wind.” In those days of 16mm produc-
tions, just the costs of filming, process-
ing, and exhibition were astronomic. 
They realized that, barring some mutu-
al reservoir of space, equipment, train-
ing, and outreach, they could not afford 
to tell stories about Saskatchewan to 
Canadians.

The co-op they formed has lived 
through momentous change. The 
transformation of the technology of 
filmmaking and distribution alone is 
staggering.

Video, once scorned by film artists, 
has made elementary moviemaking af-
fordable to just about anybody. It now 
is the medium of choice for 90% of 
indie productions, too. The Filmpool 
provides its 150 members with produc-
tion equipment, film and sound editing 
facilities for both film and video – at 
rates averaging 20% of commercial fees.

The political environment of 
Canadian film has shifted dramatical-
ly since 1980 as well. The death of the 
SFETC is just one example of govern-
ment trying to give the Canadian film 
industry a boost, and then regretting 
the offer.

Happily, non- or quasi-governmen-
tal funding sources have grown in 
number. To those with the patience and 
persistence to keep a handle on them, 
it’s a cornucopia. To the rest of us, it’s 
a nightmare. The Filmpool assumes 
major responsibility in this regard on 
its members’ behalf. It annually sources 
thousands of dollars for creative film-
makers from funders like the Canada 
Council for the Arts, the Saskatchewan 
Arts Board, Creative Saskatchewan, 
and the City of Regina.

One thing about movies that has not 
changed is their tremendous appeal to 
young people. Here again, the Filmpool 
has kept right up with the game.

Its connection to the University of 
Regina’s film program is tight. Many 
members of the faculty are Filmpool 
members. Many program students 
hone their skills in front of or behind 
the camera in productions by Filmpool 
members.

Take for example one production up 
for an award this year, Brian Stockton’s 
“The Sabbatical.” (See photo.) It runs 
82 minutes and has a cast of 10 (20 in-
cluding extras). A crew of six or seven 
handled the 23 shooting days.

Almost everybody involved is or was 
a University of Regina student. Much of 
the action takes place on campus. Even 
the story originated with two of the 
director’s students. For many of these 
people, it was their first experience of 
professional filmmaking.

In partnership with Affinity Credit 
Union, the Filmpool also connects 
with an even younger set. Last July, 
for the eleventh consecutive year, the 
Filmpool’s offices at Scarth Street in 
Regina were the venue for a week-long 
Film Camp. Sixteen campers, aged 13-

17, learned such techniques as story-
boarding, sound recording, and camera 
operation.

This is just the half of it. The Filmpool 
organizes professional training for 
members and the biennial film maga-
zine, Splice.

Moreover, for the past two years 
the Filmpool has organized the 
Saskatchewan Independent Film 
Awards (SIFA) to showcase and cel-
ebrate indie accomplishments. You 
can check out this year’s ceremony 
on November 24 at Regina’s Artesian 
Theatre. Awards will be presented for 
Best Short Film, Best Student Film, Best 
Acting and Audience Choice Award, 
and – a new one –Best Feature Film.

But let’s be frank: don’t go to the SIFA 
expecting to hear someone recite the 
principles of co-operation. These folks 
are artists. What holds them together is 
not necessarily a common ideology, but 
an organization that it is well-run and 
consistently generates solid returns.

That means measurables, like ser-
vices and opportunities. It also means 
immeasurables, like a whole cohort of 
young people who, like Filmpool mem-
bers, know that filmmaking is more 
than mere industry – it’s an art.
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On the set at the production of “The Sabbatical,” an independent film by Brian Stockton featuring James 
Whittingham, Laura Abramsen and Bernadette Mullen. Photo: Autumn Productions Inc.
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