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CANADIAN MENTAL HEALTH ASSOCIATION, VANCOUVER-BURNABY

Melanie Conn was in her office on West Broadway in Vancouver when Jonathan Oldman made his unexpected appearance. He worked for the Canadian Mental Health Association, Vancouver/Burnaby branch, and wanted to talk about the Community Economic Development Technical assistance program administered by Carleton University. 

“He was making an application to CEDTAP,” Melanie recalls, “He looked at the approved list of consultants that CEDTAP would fund, and there we were - our offices were right across the street.”

WomenFutures, the non-profit society where Melanie worked, is largely oriented towards facilitating women’s participation in community economic development. Jonathan’s idea was to help mental health consumer/survivors obtain some economic torque by starting up their own consumer/survivor-run businesses, otherwise known as CRBs. 

“It’s not the kind of thing we usually do,” Melanie says. “But I went over across the street anyway, and I was fascinated at how clearly he knew what he wanted to do. And I talked with our board and we decided that we would indeed get involved.”

There was no question about the need. Greater Vancouver is home to more than 7000 adults being served by Vancouver Mental Health Services, and somewhere between 70% and 90% are unemployed, their health difficulties compounded by poverty. There were services helping some of them to hone their employment skills, but none to help them create their own jobs. 

Jonathan submitted his application to CEDTAP in the fall of 1999, asking for support to obtain some mentoring from the Ontario Council of Alternative Business, which already had 11 CRBs up and running, employing 600 people. He wanted to take a study group from Vancouver to visit OCAB, and he also wanted a local consulting team to help with research, networking, business planning and organizational development. He was also applying for funding from the Vancouver/Richmond Health Board for funding to hire a project co-ordinator. With that assistance, CMHA would recruit groups of 10 people who would work together to research and develop business ideas.

The project did not go smoothly, but it moved steadily forward. Twenty consumer/survivors signed up, and ten were selected for the first group. CMHA hired a co-ordinator who was herself a consumer/survivor. The first group’s initial venture was a one-time Christmas gift-wrapping project at City Square. But it took some time to develop skills in communication, research and interviewing. 

The primary consultant in the program was Lynn Hazelton, known as “Hazel,” who provided business and communications advice - and whose skills in encouraging and supporting people were vitally important as the group struggled to form an identity, and to master the skills of working together.  Moving any 10 people in the same direction is not easy, notes Jim Rutten, who now co-ordinates the project for CMHA. (Jonathan has been promoted.)  The members were disparate in experience, ability and motivation; the only thing they had in common, after all, was their involvement with the mental health system. The study tour to Ontario was tumultuous, with clashes in both personality and philosophy. 

Still, as Jonathan noted, the difficulties were predictable, and OCAB had told the group at the outset that “progress would depend on the ability of all concerned to translate setbacks into learning opportunities: ‘failing forward.’”

Three years after its beginning, CMHA has three CRBs approaching fruition. One is a cafe, to be operated as a co-operative. (That’s Melanie Conn’s specialty, and she helped the group draw up their incorporation documents and internal policies.) The cafe will serve three groups: its own employee-owners, another group of members who will work intermittently, chiefly in catering and delivery, and a third group who will use the cafe as a vehicle for training.

A second venture is a theatre company which is rehearsing a play which will run for a week in Burnaby and may go on to Vancouver and Toronto. The third venture, still in development,  is a video production company, a sole proprietorship owned by a woman with a film background who will concentrate on films about enterprises with multiple bottom lines.

“All of these businesses really have three bottom lines -- financial, health and empowerment,” says Jim Rutten. “That’s difficult, yes, but the fact that these are tough times for social services also means that the Downtown East-side can find seed money for sustainable social enterprise.”

“This was absolutely starting from scratch -- it was just a gleam in Jonathan’s eye,” says Melanie Conn. “And now it’s just one of the things that CMHA does, and many others are interested in doing it, too.”

“The openness of CEDTAP to this type of project is wonderful.  CEDTAP just ‘got it’ right away, and that allowed Jonathan to leverage money from the health board and other sources. And it absolutely would not have happened without CEDTAP. If you want an example of the effect a program like that can have, you couldn’t ask for a better one than this.”
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