


In control. Prepared. 
Relieved. Confident. 

Cara, Conexus Financial Advisor 

#C onexusCares

That’s how we 
want you to
feel about 
your money. 



A Leap Of Faith: 
Making Co‑op 
Research Accessible 
and Engaging

A year ago, the new director of the Centre for the Study 
of Co-operatives, Marc-André Pigeon and his family took a 
leap of faith.

He left a good job in Ottawa, a place he called home for 
most of his adult life. The family sold their forever home and 
moved 3000 kilometres away to Saskatoon.

The question is: Why would anyone do that unless they 
had to? 

The easy answer is that Marc-André took a dream job as 
director of the Centre, which is celebrating its 35th anniver-
sary at a come-and-go relaunch event on October 16th at the 
Diefenbaker Canada building, from 3:00 to 6:30 pm.  

The less obvious answer is that it felt like the right thing to 
do. After working more than twenty years in and around federal 
policymaking,  Marc-André realized that a lot of conventional 
policymaking missed the mark because the people policymakers 
wanted to help were not very involved in devising the solutions. 

And here was an opportunity to work at a co-op research 
centre, in a policy school (the Johnson Shoyama Graduate 
School of Public Policy), that believed people could, mostly fix 
their own problems through the co-operative model.

From that starting point, the Centre has identified a number 
of education and research goals, but Marc-André summarizes 
them into one word - relevance. “We want our work to be rel-
evant and useful: To the co-op sector, to academia, to public 
policy makers and to the general public.”

To that end, the Centre has a number of educational offer-
ings including a six-week, online Co-operative Governance 
course, an in-person Co-operatives and Social Economy Cer-
tificate program offered through the policy school, and various 
workshops and live-streaming events. Later this fall, it will be 
jointly piloting an online Co-ops 101 course with Co-operatives 
First that it expects will be particularly useful to new staff and 
board of co-ops and credit unions. The Centre is also updating 
its website to make it more accessible and visually appealing. 

In re-invigorating the 35-year old Centre, the focus will be 
on creating and facilitating co-operative research Centre staff 
will conduct some of the research themselves but encourage 
co-op scholars across Canada to publish their work with the 
Centre. The goal is to work with researchers and co-op and 
credit union leaders to identify – and anticipate - issues or 
challenges facing the sector but also to identify opportunities 
where co-operatives and co-operatives approaches might help 
with some of society’s challenges. 

The Centre personnel also acknowledge there isn’t always 
a direct connection between research and action – nor does 
there have to be. By creating and publishing credible research 
on issues and opportunities within the co-operative sector, The 
Centre for the Study of Co-operatives is creating a framework 
for policy makers, co-op leaders and students to critically 
examine the issues and think differently about co-ops. That’s 
the power of education.  It’s also at the heart of co-operatives. 
And it’s a big reason Marc-André and his family made their 
leap of faith.

More at usaskstudies.coop

Top Co‑op Issues 2019
We asked co-op leaders across Canada to identify the most pressing concerns facing 

co-operative organizations today. Here’s what they told us:

1. Public awareness of the co-op model 
• Lack of understanding of how co-op 

models work in different sectors.
• Lack of inclusion of co-op models 

in secondary and post-secondary 
settings.

• Lack of knowledge of contemporary 
or unique examples of co-operatives 
meeting needs.

2. Governance
• There is increasing political cynicism; 

are people interested in democracy?
• Competitors can do everything but 

copy our governance; are we making 
the most of that?

• Management can act more quickly 
than volunteer individuals involved 
in governance; how do we keep 
everyone together?

3. Relevance to contemporary needs
• Reinventing and re-purposing co-ops, 

ensuring older co-ops continue to 
innovate and service their members’ 
needs.

• Ensuring co-operatives remain 
relevant in the face of shifting 
demographics and ongoing 
technological change.

4. Larger business economy, 
globalization/sharing economy
• Ability to attract talented leadership 

and management to the sector.
• The economic environment, 

including local economies and 
competitive environments.

• How to manage co-op business 
models and remain relevant in an 
increasingly volatile and challenging 
economy?

5. Differentiation /co-operative 
difference
• Need to set co-operatives apart from 

other business forms.
• Appropriation of co-operative values 

by the corporate sector is ongoing.
• Social enterprise and social economy 

are overtaking the co-operative 
model; we should be front and 
centre!

6. Maintaining the co-operative 
identity/mission
• Maintaining local control despite 

other pressures.
• Not just talking about the co-op 

identity, but actually living the values.
• Ensuring large co-ops stay true to the 

co-op identity and mission.

 7.  Competitiveness
 8.  Member commitment/engagement
 9.  Government relations
 10. Technology
11. Innovation
12. Leadership development
13. Management practices
14. Co-operation among co-operatives
15. Access to capital/financing
16. Co-operative development
17. Youth engagement
18. Climate change/sustainability
19. Growth
20. Lack of support services

The Centre for the Study of Co-operatives produces a number of co-op publications, in-
cluding the well-known “Top Co-operative Issues”. Results from the annual survey of co-op 
leaders are published in poster format and distributed widely through the co-operative 
sector. The facts and figures increase co-op awareness, and assist co-ops and their trade 
associations in their strategic planning. 

“I believe the lack of understanding of the 
co‑operative model among the general public 

is still the sector’s biggest challenge.”



IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

Co-ops 101 is a six-week online 
course that provides a comprehensive 
overview of this unique business 
model. Designed by the Centre for 
the Study of Co-operatives, this 
FREE course starts October 28.

Learn more at 
CooperativesFirst.com/Coops101

All about curiosity. 

All about connections.

All about community.

All about co-ops.

The Canadian Worker 
Co‑operative Federation

NATIONAL 
CONFERENCE  
“Building Resilient 

Communities”
October 24–26
Tatamagouche, 

Nova Scotia
canadianworker.coop/conference-
2019-building-resilient-communities

An Affordable Alternative to 
Payday Loans

It has been just over a year since Af-
finity Credit Union officially launched 
the Restart Loan – a unique, made-in-
Saskatchewan lending product that has 
both social and financial benefits.

The Restart Loan was designed to assist 
those who are struggling with unexpected 
expenses or emergencies and are vulner-
able to getting trapped in the payday loan 
debt cycle. It’s an affordable, flexible, con-
venient and less stressful borrowing option 
than payday loans. And it’s available for 
everyone. 

An unforeseen bill or an emergency 
car repair can sometimes throw even the 
most carefully planned budget into disar-
ray. “Payday loans seem to offer a quick 
and easy solution to those in urgent need 
of cash,” says Fred Khonje, Community 
Advisor at Affinity Credit Union. “The 
Restart Loan provides individuals with an 
affordable alternative - so they can avoid 
using a payday loan in the first place or as 
an exit strategy to get out of an existing 
payday loan.”

The process is straightforward and appli-
cants get the money the same day. Payback 
schedules are manageable and can help 
individuals build a solid credit history.

Traditional payday loans often attract 
clientele with interest rates that appear 
affordable – for example 17% over a two 
week period. When calculated on an an-
nual basis, however, the interest rate can 
become a staggering 442%. 

Unlike traditional loans, credit history 
and credit scores are not the most impor-
tant criteria when applying for a Restart 
Loan. 

Additionally, the application process 
allows Affinity advisors to work with you 
on improving your financial health and lit-
eracy. Staff frequently take a loan applicant 

through budgeting exercises, or explain 
what a healthy credit history is. “Our goal 
is to help our members build a strong fi-
nancial future,” says Khonje.

Extensive training was developed and 
delivered to Affinity’s staff to ensure 
members felt comfortable asking ques-
tions or discussing their finances without 
judgement.

More than 1,200 people have been 
served with Restart Loans totalling $2.4 
million since the program’s pilot phase, 
which launched in November 2017. 63% 
were granted to individuals who would not 
have otherwise qualified for a traditional 
small dollar loan. While Affinity has done 
advertising, much of the success of the Re-
start Loan program comes from referrals.

Creating the Restart Loan and providing 
services to the “underbanked” is directly 
aligned with Affinity’s values and the co-
operative principles. “Our motivation 
is not to make a profit on this product. 
Instead, we want to meet people where 
they are at in their financial journey and 
support them in achieving their goals. The 
Restart Loan program attempts to bring 
social benefits, such as reducing stress, 
providing education, developing new re-
lationships and contributing towards an 
overall healthy local economy.” 

Affinity’s Restart Loan is helping break 
the cycle of payday loans. The Restart Loan 
is a clear demonstration of “people before 
profits” and is what makes financial co-
operatives, like Affinity, different.

Restart Loan applicants can borrow between 
$200 and $2,000 at an interest rate of 17.99% 
(lower than most credit card’s cash advance 
rates). There are no additional fees and re-
payment is flexible with repayment periods 
between two to 24 months.

DID YOU 
KNOW? 
There are over 

900 
co‑operatives 

and credit 
unions in 

Saskatchewan



Celebrating 35 years of providing co-operative 
research and solutions to communities worldwide.
usaskstudies.coop

CELEBRATING  
CO‑OP WEEK 

October 13–19

cooperators.ca
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Continuing our proud association 
with Saskatchewan Co-operatives

Member Service is Co‑op’s 
Most Valuable Group Benefit

Many Nations Co-operative Limited 
(MNCL) is the only organization of its kind 
in Canada. The Indigenous-owned co-op 
provides a suite of value-added, proprietary 
group life and health insurance, and pen-
sion plans to Indigenous organizations 
and First Nation communities across the 
country. 

Providing group benefits and financial 
services to First Nation communities and 
Indigenous organizations is a specialized 
market that MNCL understands well. “Our 
co-op is 100% member-focussed,” says Tom 
Hodgson, Vice-President Business Devel-
opment. “Success is not defined solely by 
the bottom line. It’s also about providing 

support, guidance and education for our 
members and their communities.” 

MNCL is a national co-operative that 
has local advisors embedded in almost 
all regions. The co-op, through its 100% 
owned subsidiary, Many Nation Financial 
Services Ltd., adds its own brand of cus-
tomer service to suppliers’ back offices. 
Members can interact with their repre-
sentative and don’t have to call an anony-
mous 1-800 phone number for advice or 
to start a claim. When talking with their 
members, MNCL representatives might 
blend claims administration with practical 
advice. For example, during a disability 
claim, they will take the time to help their 
member navigate the complexities of the 
local healthcare system.

MNCL manages the largest First Nations 
multi-employer pension plan in Canada on 
behalf of its members. Because governance 
is in-house, most of the liability, costs and 
oversight are borne by the co-op not the 
member organization. Hodgson says, “We 
listen to our members and have designed 
our products and services to meet their 
needs.” As a co-op, everything we do must 
add value for our members and taking on 
these tasks allows them to concentrate on 
running their business.” 

The co-op has local advisors in most 
markets where it carries on business, but 
there is still a lack of Indigenous represen-
tatives. MNCL is committed to increasing 
training and recruitment to fill the gap. 

Founders incorporated MNCL as a 
co-op because it’s democratic, transpar-
ent and facilitates a common vision of 

self-determination. The co-op’s member-
owners are First Nation and Indigenous 
organizations and their subsidiaries. 
Non-Indigenous organizations may join 
as non-voting clients and do not receive 
patronage allocations. 

The co-op operates with a level of ac-
countability to clients that isn’t common 
in a private business. “Transparency gives 
our members confidence. They can see how 
the organization is run, and how profits are 
used, and that they’re paying appropriate 
fees,” says Hodgson. 

Members receive patronage based on the 
business they bring to the co-op. MNCL 
has distributed more than $1 million to 
its member organizations and their com-
munities in the last eight years. 

An organizational restructuring in 2009 
updated the co-op’s governance. Democ-
racy is determined by a one-policy, one-
vote principle. (Member organizations 
may have one or more policies with the 
co-op depending on their size and orga-
nizational structure.) MNCL’s board of 
directors is comprised of five directors, 
elected by regional delegates. 

A strong desire to bring about change 
and to protect the future of Indigenous 
people led to the inception of Many Na-
tions Co-operative in 1995. A high level 
of member service and respect for their 
communities keeps the co-operative prof-
itable and relevant, and contributes to its 
uniqueness. 

I HEART CO•OP



The Future of Banking
On January 1, 2017, Concentra became 

Canada’s newest Schedule 1 chartered bank. 
It holds the unique distinction of being 
the only federally regulated financial in-
stitution focussed on providing financial 
services to the credit union system via 
both a federal bank licence and a federal 
trust licence.

Concentra Bank (like its predecessor 
organizations Concentra Financial and 
Co-op Trust) is a strategic partner to more 
than 240 Canadian credit unions. 

Concentra’s offerings range from estate 
planning, trust services and loan syndica-
tion to foreign exchange and equipment 
leasing. These products expand the profit-
ability and competitiveness of credit unions 
while removing from them the burden of 
product development and administration. 

President and CEO Don Coulter de-
scribes Concentra as a purpose-based 
organization with three core competen-
cies: Specialized banking, Partnerships, 
and Innovation. The Bank has embarked 
on a new strategic plan to grow the orga-
nization significantly by leveraging those 
competencies. 

Concentra is retooling so it can offer 
products and services to medium-sized 
businesses while continuing to serve credit 
unions. Coulter describes the mid-market 
sector as being adjacent to markets served 
by credit unions, so that Concentra will 
not be in direct competition with them. 

As Concentra is in the process of laying 
a foundation for its new strategic direction, 
many of its mid-market commercial prod-
ucts are still in the development phase. But 
at a recent shareholder meeting, Coulter 
announced Concentra is investigating spe-
cialized lending solutions for First Nations, 
business transition funding, and supply 
chain financing, among other products. 
Concentra is also developing an innovative 
digital experience to create a differenti-
ated experience for its customers. Even the 
Concentra brand is undergoing change to 
align with the organization’s new strategy. 

Through all of this change, Concentra 
continues to invest in its employees. It re-
cently hired a new Chief People Officer and 
has expanded training for its employees to 
include sales training, leadership training 
and Indigenous cultural awareness.

Concentra employs more than 300 
people. At its 2018 year end, it had $9.7 
billion in assets ($35.7 billion in assets un-
der administration) and a net income of 
$406 million. For the 16th year in a row, 
Concentra Bank has been named one of 
Canada’s Best Managed Companies.

The Bank’s head office is in Saskatoon. 
Its board of directors includes co-operative 
and credit union leaders. The Bank proudly 
embraces a co-operative identity, values 
and principles.

In 2018, Concentra began its second 
four-year partnership with the Co-oper-
ative Development Foundation of Canada 
by investing $300,000 in CDF’s Breaking 
New Ground campaign. 

Each year, through its Empowering Your 
Community grants, Concentra Bank grants 
$200,000 for credit-union-supported com-
munity projects nationwide. Since 2011, 
Concentra has granted $1.6 million in 120 
communities.

Concentra Bank is in the midst of a 
transition. Its new strategic plan will grow 
the organization significantly. The Bank 
continues to work with credit unions to 
help serve their existing members better, 
as well as attract new ones. President and 
CEO Don Coulter says about the changes, 
“I’m excited about the journey Concentra 
is on to create the future of banking in a 
way that benefits all Canadians.”

THE REGINA COMMUNITY 
CLINIC is a primary health service 
provider. We are Regina’s only 
health care co‑operative.
Our ultimate goal is to build a 
healthy population by offering 
support that focuses on diagnosis 
and treatment, disease prevention 
and patient education.
A co‑operative is an organization 
with a willingness and ability to 
work with others. It is owned by 
and operated for the benefit of 
those using its services.

1106 Winnipeg Street 
Monday – Friday 
8:30 am – 5:30 pm 
(closed 12–1 pm)
306-543-7880

reginacommunityclinic.ca

Community Health Service 
Association (Regina) Ltd., is a 
health co‑operative that lives 
by this definition and follows 
these principles.
Our multi‑disciplinary group 
of health professionals work 
together as a team to provide 
a wide range of services and 
programs at one convenient 
location.

“The success of credit unions is central 
to our strategy at Concentra,” says Don 
Coulter, President and CEO of Concentra. 
The Bank is developing new products 
that will help its most trusted partners to 
expand their product lines and facilitate 
Concentra’s growth in the mid-market 
commercial banking sector.

CO-OPERATIVES AND MUTUALS CANADA
1/3 PAGE INSERTION

PRAIRIE DOG CO-OPS ISSUE 2019

3.4%
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Economic Impact 
of the Co-operative

Sector in Canada

Canada’s 8,000 co-operatives
and mutuals: a network of 

unlimited potential!
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Excellent Long‑Term 
Returns, Low Fees
Eighty years of the Co-op Pension Plan

The Co-operative Superannuation So-
ciety Pension Plan (CSS) turned 80 years 
old in 2019. It’s one of Canada’s largest and 
oldest defined contribution pension plans. 
The Plan provides retirement products 
and services exclusively to co-operative, 
credit union and sector-related employees.

CSS is a co-operative, made up of em-
ployer and employee members. It serves 
333 co-op and credit union employers 
and 48,000 current and past co-operative 
and credit union employees across eight 
provinces and territories from its office 
in Saskatoon. 

The majority of the Plan’s members are 
in Western Canada. The non-profit pension 
society is democratically run. Both em-
ployer members and employee members 
participate in CSS governance. 

Like many co-operative start-ups, CSS 
was formed to meet a need. The Saskatch-
ewan Co-operative Superannuation Fund 
(as it was originally called) began as a way 
for the Consumers’ Co-operative Refinery 
to compete with larger companies for talent 
by offering a benefit that would make its 
employees feel secure both during and after 
their working years. Other co-ops joined, 
the organization expanded and the name 
was changed. CSS became registered as a 
pension plan under Canada’s Income Tax 
Act in 1947. 

Martin McInnis, Executive Director, is 
proud that CSS is member-focussed and 
that the Plan’s design often exceeds the 
minimum standards of the Pension Benefits 
Act. “Our plan is designed by our members 
for our members. We embrace the fiduciary 
relationship we have with our members 
and that leads to our members being able 
to optimize the value they derive through 

participation in the Plan’” he says.
The CSS Pension Plan offers four invest-

ment funds and has a very low expense 
ratio. Using any or all of the funds, mem-
bers have the option to set an investment 
mix appropriate to their goals and cir-
cumstances, and according to their risk 
tolerance and investment comfort. 

Unique in the Canadian defined con-
tribution pension plan marketplace, CSS 
can offer members a monthly pension (also 
known as a fixed life annuity) and/or vari-
able benefit payments in retirement when 
the time comes to draw down their ac-
cumulated pension funds. 

CSS is incorporated in Saskatchewan 
and serves members across Canada. Pen-
sion legislation varies from one province 
to the next, and it means the Plan’s small 
but highly skilled and dedicated staff must 
keep fully aware of the patchwork of federal 
and provincial pension legislation. 

The CSS Pension Plan is an important 
part of its employer members’ employee 
compensation and total rewards package. 
Employers know the Plan has a long his-
tory of generating very good retirement 
outcomes for their employees. Members 
know they can expect excellent member 
service and that CSS always works with 
their best interests in mind. In today’s 
employment environment, a competitive 
compensation package is essential for re-
cruiting and maintaining employees, just 
like it was 80 years ago.

The Co-operative Superannuation Society 
Pension Plan predates pension legislation 
in Canada. The fund currently manages $4.6 
billion in assets. 

Is There a Seniors’ Housing 
Co‑op in Pierceland’s 
Future?

Pierceland Care Home Co-operative 
may be the best seniors’ housing co-
operative you’ve never heard of.

There’s no building yet, but those in-
volved with Pierceland Co-op can see 
their dream of constructing a personal 
care community for seniors with an “at 
home” feeling gets closer every month.

The housing co-operative was officially 
incorporated in September 2018, but it 
will be a few years yet until the founding 
members experience the thrill of seeing 
shovels in the ground and hear hammers 
pounding nails. 

Karen Yurko, Board Chair and one 
of the founding members of Pierceland 
Care Home Co-op, acknowledges there 
is anticipated demand in Saskatchewan 
for seniors’ housing co-ops that follow 
Pierceland’s mandate. There is a growing 
need for home-like personal care facilities 
all across Canada. Demand will con-
tinue to increase as the population ages 
and seniors (and their families) discover 
the benefits of remaining part of their 
communities through the last years of 
their lives. 

Being placed in sterile, institutional 
buildings isn’t necessarily the right choice 
for seniors who are in reasonably good 
health but can no longer live indepen-
dently. Neither is moving outside of their 
community. The co-op’s board envisions 
a residential setting, connected with the 
village of Pierceland, that encourages an 
atmosphere of dignity and happiness 
while providing assisted independence. 

So far, the co-op has completed its 
feasibility study and is fundraising to 
complete an engineering study. Yurko 
says that they need to raise about $3.3 
million to make their dream a reality. 

A depressed oil and gas industry and a 
generally tepid economy is slowing down 
their donation and sponsorship plans but 
they are still moving forward. 

Raising funds is only the co-op’s lat-
est challenge. The working group ex-
perienced a glitch when submitting 
incorporation papers online – twice – 
necessitating a last-minute paper-based 
submission. They also needed to modify 
their desired name since “personal care 
home” couldn’t be part of their legal 
identity. 

Karen Yurko credits the late Marilyn 
McKee for introducing her to the co-op 
model, but it was up to the working group 
to determine if it was the best choice for 
their organization. Founders ultimately 
chose to incorporate as a community 
service co-operative because of the ac-
countability to members, connection 
to community and the development 
resources available to co-op start-ups. 
The co-op has been mentored by SCA 
and Co-operatives First and received 
guidance from many other individuals 
and organizations. 

Yurko says a community-based co-
operative like Pierceland will make a sig-
nificant difference in the lives of seniors 
when it’s built. Being close to home will 
allow for more family interaction on a 
regular basis, improve mental health and 
general overall well being. 

Pierceland Co-op isn’t built yet, but for 
this western Saskatchewan village look-
ing to incorporate a seniors’ care home 
into its community, it’s getting closer to 
reality every day. 

Carla Beck
NDP MLA for Regina Lakeview

Putting People First
2824 13th Ave, Regina SK  |  306-522-1333  |  reginalakeview@ndpcaucus.sk.ca

Happy Co-ops Week — a 
time to acknowledge the 

many contributions those 
in the co-op sector have 

made to our province.



When we work together, everyone wins. That’s why we 
believe in putting money back into our local communities.

Let’s celebrate Co-op Week! 

Teamwork 
makes the 
dream work.

1.866.863.6237
affinitycu.ca


