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PAKISTAN CANADA ASSOCIATION OF EDMONTON
“We had many women who knew how to sew and to knit, but didn’t know how to get jobs,” says Sofia Yaqub. “So we started the Handicraft Production Centre as a way to give them information, and let them use their skills to create products. And that went very well, but we didn’t really know very well how to market the products.” 

Sofia Yaqub is president of the Pakistan Canada Association of Edmonton, an organization which has been serving  the Pakistani community in Alberta for 25 years. In 1995, it started a seniors group, which identified lack of income as a major problem for seniors, and particularly for women. With a grant from Canadian Heritage, it started the Handicraft Production Centre in 1998.

Over the next year, the Centre assembled a core group, found a location, arranged for training, and began producing ethnic dolls, traditional multi-purpose bags, and clothing. It developed a relationship with the Alberta Craft Council, and sold its products at house parties, craft shows and the Alberta Gift Show. It also reached out to other isolated immigrants, notably from Bosnia and Cambodia. 

In all, a remarkable beginning. But to stabilize its operations and expand them, the Centre needed to identify some products which could lead to long-term contract work. At one point, for example, it considered the possibility of making uniforms for hotels, labs and hospitals. It also needed to develop the organization itself, working out good business systems and a profit-sharing scheme. And it wanted to reach out to more immigrant seniors, particularly from Vietnam, China and the Arab nations.

So Sofia Yaqub drew up an application to the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University. The application succeeded, and the Centre used its CEDTAP funding to engage Lynn Hannley and Carol Murray of Edmonton’s Communitas Group to help them with development management and administrative systems, and with production planning and marketing. 

“We looked at what products might produce a viable business,” Lynn Hannley says, “and the product that seemed to make sense was conference bags. Then we did a business plan and a marketing plan. We created some marketing materials both for the Centre and for the product itself, and we identified potential clients - conference sponsors and conference organizers.

“It’s a small, well-defined market, but there are more opportunities than you might think, and there aren’t many competitors. So we designed a very tightly-targeted marketing program - a letter of introduction, and a personal follow-up with some marketing materials, and they’re implementing that now.” 

The marketing materials include project brochures and will ultimately include a Web site. The Centre also offers courses in sewing and cooking, and one of its members has begun a small catering business. Ultimately, it hopes to employ 10 women in the conference-bag business, while others work on other products, often at home. The Centre will market those products as well, taking a small commission for its efforts. And the rewards are not merely financial.

“A number of the women in the project are seniors, often first-generation immigrants,” says Lynn Hannley. “And these women often become quite isolated. They don’t necessarily learn the language, and as they age, they get out less. Often they don’t drive, and they’re dependent on others to get around. So there’s an important social aspect to a project like this, and that’s almost as important as the income it produces.”

CEDTAP, says Sofia Yaqub, has been very important to the Centre.

“The person I dealt with at CEDTAP was fantastic,” she says.  “And this help was very timely. It gave us just the push that we needed.”
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