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CABBAGETOWN YOUTH CENTRE
“For ten years,” says Margaret Coshan, “Maqsooda would only go outside St. James Town if she was accompanied by her husband.” 

Maqsooda is from Pakistan, one of thousands of immigrants in the crowded streets of inner-city Toronto. Margaret Coshan is co-ordinator of the Cabbagetown Youth Centre.

The Centre was established in 1972 as the Cabbagetown Boxing Club, an organization designed to keep kids off the streets. It has evolved into a full-service community centre offering a wide range of services to the entire community. It provides drug prevention and literacy programs, courses in computers and in English as a second language, summer camps, day care, parent-child programs, dance lessons and much more - including judo, wrestling and, yes, boxing. 

All of which is extremely valuable - but the community needed more. It needed jobs, especially for immigrant women like Maqsooda, and for young people. And since major employers were not beating a path to St. James Town, the CYC concluded that it would have to take on the responsibility for job-creation itself.

However, “social agencies don’t necessarily understand business plans,” smiles Margaret Coshan. So the CYC applied to the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University for consultation around a CED program for the Centre, including a Youth Employment Resource Centre and a sewing co-op for women. 

Both ventures were natural outgrowths of existing initiatives, but the sewing co-op was particularly successful. The Centre already ran sewing classes, and many of the women involved were already adept seamstresses. Linda Busuttil, the CEDTAP-funded consultant, helped the group to find a form of co-operative organization which suited the members, and provided what Margaret Coshan described as “networking help,” putting the group in touch with the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities.

The Ministry eventually provided a substantial grant, which allowed the co-op to bring in trainers, establish a sewing curriculum, and train its own members to teach industry-standard sewing so that graduates could work in the Toronto garment trade. The co-op now offers basic, intermediate and advanced sewing courses on a six-week cycle. As a result, “there’s a graduation party every six weeks,” says Margaret Coshan.

In the meantime, other members are sewing products which are sold directly at retail through craft fairs and soon will be sold at a booth in the St. Lawrence Market. They have two basic lines: dog coats, and specialized products for the disabled - carrier bags which can be attached to wheelchairs and walkers, for example, and dresses with Velcro fastenings for disabled women. When a product is sold, the co-op keeps 20% of the revenue to cover its own expenses, and remits the remaining 80% to the producer. 

Although some women have gone off and established their own businesses, most remain within the co-op. These “are mainly women with children in school,” says Margaret Coshan, “who want to stay and home and earn some money to supplement the family income. They-re from all over the world -- China, Tibet, Afghanistan. The jobs are moderately well-paid, and they can be done whenever it’s convenient.” The members also enjoy regular gatherings, which provide them with a social occasion and an opportunity to practice their English as well as acquiring further skills.

As the sewing project developed, the Centre realized that the co-op model could be a template for its computer training program. With only minor modifications to their duration and format, the computer courses could be made reimbursable as a skills training program for people on social assistance and employment insurance - an unexpected opportunity.

And, noted Linda Busuttil, the whole experience broadened the viewpoint of the Centre to encompass the deeper reasons for the economic situation of their district, and the limited opportunities for residents to engage with the wider economy. As a result, the Centre is now actively exploring the idea of establishing a Community Development Corporation for the neighbourhood, which would address these larger problems on a long-term basis. 

The Centre has arrived at a wider view of its mandate, too, and, says Margaret Coshan, and now makes a point of hiring staff who are not only knowledgeable about social concerns, but are “economically literate” as well. 

And Maqsooda?  She’s no longer trapped in St. James Town. She’s out in the city taking care of business.  She’s the co-ordinator of the sewing co-operative.
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