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Chapter Two: Rapid Growth 

By 1986, the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives was es-
tablished. It had an operating mechanism and mandate 
through its agreement, full funding, full staff and faculty, and a 
physical home. At that point, energy shifted from the CSC 
board to its faculty and staff. While the board retained its man-
agement style, approving budgets and providing general direc-
tion, members would meet only three times per year. The CSC’s 
identity became enmeshed with the Diefenbaker Centre and 
particularly through the Centre Scholars and staff who were 
the “face” of the CSC. The next ten years were witness to rapid 
growth. This chapter will focus on the broader thematic issues 
where the new CSC put energy and time. It was a period of 
consolidation, of forging the identity of what became the Cen-
tre for the Study of Co-operatives. 

Academic Autonomy 

As the first director, Chris Axworthy led the charge to set 
the Centre’s priorities, from research to teaching to relation-
ships with co-operatives, university departments, the provin-
cial government, and the Co-operative College of Canada. Set-
ting research priorities came down to somewhat of a battle of 
wits and power between the nascent CSC and its funders, some 
of whom wanted more say in setting academic and research 
priorities or, like the provincial government, to set the CSC up 
as a consulting service. “Fair to say that when the Centre was 
established, the big co-ops didn’t know how a research centre 
would be established. Some wanted more of a say, others 
less,”42 Axworthy remembered. When I asked one of the co-
operative leaders at the time, did you understand how the uni-
versity worked? The answer: No. But, he added, that wasn’t the 
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issue, because there was incredible trust. They knew Leo Kris-
tjanson and trusted him to set things up in a way that would 
help both the co-operative community and the university.43 

Setting research priorities when the majority of the fund-
ing came from off campus created a sensitive issue for the CSC. 
The priorities of funders cannot be ignored, “but this is a con-
stant stress and strain when private funders are involved. They 
were putting up a lot of money and wanted value.”44 Yet, given 
the need for the faculty to serve two masters — their academic 
home department and the Centre — it was important to set 
research priorities and projects that could be applicable and 
useful in multiple parameters. All of the faculty, except Axwor-
thy, were hired into tenure-track positions, which meant that 
they had to research and publish extensively within a short 
timeframe to achieve tenure and promotion. Axworthy was 
hired with tenure, which simply meant he didn’t need to prove 
himself academically and could focus on setting up the Centre. 

Heavily invested in the concept of collectivism, Axworthy 
preferred a team approach to shaping research: “We made col-
lective decisions about research priorities.”45 Those priorities 
included both individual research projects and collaborative 
research, which meant either multidisciplinary work from dif-
ferent academic disciplines or truly interdisciplinary work, in 
which collaboration was part of the process. Setting the Cen-
tre’s research priorities — the collaborative projects — was a 
bit of a messy process. “One of the things that happened was, 
you’re always talking and no one’s getting anything done. But it 
was where we hammered out our research agenda and sorted 
out ideas of what we would research and write about. We were 
a mostly close and quite dynamic small group …”46 At the time, 
Brett Fairbairn was asking shrewd questions about the Cen-
tre’s research agenda. Axworthy admitted that “our approach 

 

43 Interview with Ted Turner, 29 January 2018. 
44 Interview with Chris Axworthy, 29 November 2017. 
45 Ibid. 
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… has been a mixture of planning and disorder.”47 Murray Ful-
ton remembered the original research strategy as “chaotic.” 
With no particular parameters other than the mandate to “un-
dertake research of particular interest and relevance to co-
operatives,” as laid out in the contract, and in addition to “un-
dertake research concerning the legislation governing co-
operatives and credit unions,” the faculty and staff were al-
lowed to find their own way.48 The advantage of the chaos, not-
ed Fulton, is that the Centre faculty quickly established that 
they were interested in just about everything, from large co-
operatives to small, from legal issues to co-operative develop-
ment to social structures and everything in between. Yet, all of 
the research retained one specific focus: The CSC would study 
“co-operative-ness,” the nonbusiness aspects of being a co-
operative, the “elements of co-operation that distinguish it 
from other forms of economic activity.”49 That way, what the 
CSC studied could be broadly useable by many kinds and sizes 
of co-operative business. 

From time to time, during board meetings, Axworthy re-
membered pushback from the board regarding some of the 
research projects. “Why are we paying for that?” was a popular 
comment, showing the occasional gulf between what the aca-
demics were interested in studying or supporting versus what 
the funders thought would be useful or interesting to them. A 
major bone of contention was the Centre’s focus on worker co-
ops. It was a special area of interest for Chris Axworthy, both 
as a researcher and as an activist. Remembering his time as 
director, he remained proud of the CSC being “instrumental in 
the beginning in support of worker co-operatives, a worker co-
op magazine that we sponsored that shared experiences of 

 

47 Letter, Chris Axworthy to Brett Fairbairn, 1986. Leo Kristjanson Fonds, Uni-
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worker co-ops across the country. Grassroots, community pur-
pose, but it didn’t have a big impact because worker co-ops 
aren’t very important.”50 But board minutes from the period 
tell a different story. At the November 1985 board meeting, 
they questioned Axworthy directly on the validity of publishing 
the worker co-operatives magazine. How, they asked, was that 
a justified budget line? The story also illuminates a central 
thread within the larger co-operative community: There is a 
difference between studying co-operatives from a practical or 
critical standpoint and taking an active role within a larger 
ideological movement that centres co-operative research 
through an ethical perspective. Former CSC student Mitch Di-
amantopoulos would categorize the difference as “walking the 
co-op walk instead of just talking the talk.”51 

Axworthy felt strongly, at the time and later, that it was 
important to stand firm on the issue of research priorities. “We 
[the board and Axworthy] had a dispute about the academic 
priorities of the Centre and who was to set them. I have always 
been someone who, when I decided something was right, I 
wouldn’t back down. The co-op leaders weren’t used to that. 
We felt that the academic priority should be set by the Centre, 
not the funders. These matters continue about independence 
and academic freedom, and this matters more now than 
then.”52 Other researchers at the CSC at the time also remem-
ber Axworthy facing down the board over academic autonomy, 
even to the point of threatening to resign.53 

Yet the board, particularly the co-operative sector mem-
bers of the board, were not as curmudgeonly as Axworthy re-
membered. At a particularly lengthy meeting in April 1986, 
there was a robust discussion around the role of the board as a 
“think tank” for the Centre to help identify research priorities, 
as well as support research projects. The impetus for the dis-
cussion was a questionnaire designed by Centre associate Da-
vid Laycock and sent to Saskatchewan Wheat Pool members. 

 

50 Interview with Chris Axworthy, 29 November 2017. 
51 Interview with Mitch Diamantopoulos, 19 January 2018. 
52 Interview with Chris Axworthy, 29 November 2017. 
53 Interview with David Laycock, 8 December 2017. 
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The Centre was dismayed by the lack of response to the ques-
tionnaire, while the SWP was dismayed by several of the ques-
tions on the survey. Vern Leland of Federated warned that the 
Centre was at risk if it was perceived as “too political in its re-
search.” But others demurred. J.A. Salomons from the Co-
operative College, stated: “Care should be taken to ensure that 
the Centre not be turned into a service centre for the co-
operative sector.” L. Hillier of the sector added, “The co-op sec-
tor should learn from research, be it positive or negative.” This 
point about the Centre being a source of constructive criticism 
for co-ops was welcome; Axworthy stated categorically that 
the CSC “cannot follow co-op sector views at all times; views 
must be based on analysis and data.”54 In the end, the two sides 
agreed to pass surveys and questionnaires through the board 
before sending them out. Those that met approval would re-
ceive internal support from the co-operative, and the board 
offered several concrete ideas for research projects to help set 
the Centre’s research program. The discussion defined the 
board’s role in research as intermediaries and allies for the 
researchers, but also as a sounding board and place of sober 
second thought. 

The timing of the discussion around autonomy and guid-
ance is critical, as Axworthy had just been elected to the board 
of Saskatoon Co-op, a local consumer co-operative. At the time, 
Saskatoon Co-op was in dire financial trouble and had experi-
enced a number of rancorous union negotiations, strikes, and 
meetings. Because of the financial crisis, the second-tier co-
operative, Federated Co-operatives Limited, became involved. 
This left Axworthy in an awkward position. As director of the 
Centre, he was, in a sense, an employee of FCL, but as a director 
of Saskatoon Co-operative, it was part of his role to be critical 
and to push back on some of FCL’s “heavy handed” interven-
tions.55 At that same April 1986 meeting, board members made 
it clear that they were unhappy about Axworthy’s foray into 
local co-operative politics.56 In a way, CSC faculty and staff 
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were also government employees, since the province contrib-
uted 40 percent of the Centre’s original funding. Government 
employees, Axworthy was rebuked, were expected not to run 
for politically charged positions. In the end, FCL was instru-
mental in putting Saskatoon Co-op back on track, but the push-
pull of negotiations put Chris Axworthy, and by extension, the 
Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, in a precarious position 
with its main funders. 

Having those early discussions, even showdowns, with the 
board of directors around research autonomy, research priori-
ties, and direction was a critical aspect of setting the Centre 
firmly within its role as part of the larger university institution, 
and also reinforcing the separation between funding and re-
search outcomes. For a centre funded primarily from outside 
the university, this separation was of vital importance, for two 
reasons. First, the area of academic co-operative studies had 
not yet coalesced, in Canada. It required time and focused en-
ergy to be recognized and viewed as rigorous and reliable, 
through steady publication of peer-reviewed work. There 
could be no hint that the work was in any way shaped or di-
rected by expected outcomes set by the co-operative sector. It 
was a difference in timelines; co-operative funders may have 
expected more immediate returns on their dollars via practical 
research results, but the Centre was aiming for the long game, 
to develop its academic bona fides, which would, of course, ul-
timately be a major service to the sector. Second, separation 
allowed the Centre to research co-operative issues beyond the 
interests of large consumer, producer, or credit co-operatives. 
The Centre understood it played a leadership role in co-
operative studies, with its critical mass of researchers in a co-
hort, working together. With that base, as well as adept admin-
istrative backing, the Centre could spread its research, writing, 
and teaching interests broadly and take on larger contracts or 
research projects that required administrative support. As the 
Centre coalesced, it grew in strength, knowledge, and influ-
ence. 

The risk in being autonomous is working out how to re-
main relevant to and supportive of research topics of interest 
to the funders. It’s a balancing act and, for the CSC, rested on 
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multiple (and sometimes moving) high wires. While the CSC 
asked the board to bring forward ideas, there was the distinct 
possibility that they wouldn’t be rigorous or focused enough to 
pursue, or that they would be from the individual on the board 
but not necessarily from the larger co-operative organization. 
From the government’s perspective, the Centre had the ability 
to do three kinds of research: theoretical, historical, and 
“change directed.” In a 1987 letter delivered just as the provin-
cial government had fulfilled its financial contractual obliga-
tions, Walter Safinuk, then executive director of Co-operative 
Development (now demoted from its own ministry and moved 
to the Department of Tourism and Small Business for the Prov-
ince of Saskatchewan), chided Chris Axworthy on these re-
search areas. Theoretical work, Safinuk declared, was of inter-
est to other co-operative researchers but had little practical 
use “on the ground.” Historical research on co-ops helped give 
a large picture of co-operative history, and so had some limited 
use — but not much. The real benefit, for the government, 
would have been research into the concept of change, particu-
larly innovative social and economic solutions to problems, 
using co-operative ideas — but this was “the most limited area 
of research undertaken by the Centre.” His letter was a clear 
signal of disharmony and separation between academic inter-
est and practical usefulness, which would lead the provincial 
government to withdraw, for a time, from the Centre.57 

It quickly became a practice to have faculty come to the 
board meetings to discuss their work-in-progress. This gave 
the board a first-hand look at ongoing research, a chance to 
assess strategies and directions, and an opportunity to make 
meaningful relationships beyond the director. Faculty and re-
search staff were also invited to spend time with funders. Mur-
ray Fulton worked closely with the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool 
and met local representatives; Brett Fairbairn focused his ef-
forts on FCL; and Lou Hammond Ketilson did research with 
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health care co-operatives.58 Bill Turner of Credit Union Central, 
who replaced Norm Bromberger on the board, noted: 

We saw [the Centre] as a strategic resource. In fact, we 
would want someone from the CSC to challenge us; sometimes 
you need to be shaken out of your comfortable chair or your 
comfortable spot.… There was a lot of respect for the expertise 
and the leading edge thinking that would come from the staff 
at the Centre. We could use that when we did our strategic 
board planning; a CSC member would be a presenter on a cur-
rent issue facing co-ops. It was viewed in my opinion as a stra-
tegic resource for the broader sector. Insight, absolutely.59 

Direct discussions with the funders, whether at presenta-
tions to their boards or at large annual meetings, became 
common, yet it remained important for the faculty to establish 
and maintain personal relationships with the board members 
and funders. 

While Chris Axworthy’s position vis-à-vis Saskatoon Co-op 
and Federated Co-operatives caused a short-lived storm, Mur-
ray Fulton and Brett Fairbairn would later come head-to-head 
with the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool. The story continues to 
resonate for the Centre as an example of why academic auton-
omy was so necessary. During the 1990s, the Saskatchewan 
Wheat Pool began to face a financial crisis. The Pool wanted — 
and needed — a better cash flow, which related directly to its 
co-operative business form. A corporation could simply issue a 
share purchase, raising capital through the market. Few co-
operatives, and fewer still in Canada, have that option. In 1994, 
SWP proposed a financial restructuring that included splitting 
shares into Class A voting shares and Class B nonvoting shares. 
This restructuring meant that the co-operative could be public-
ly traded on the Toronto Stock Exchange to raise capital, a 
move that began in 1996. 

The choice wasn’t simple and generated heated discus-
sions and debate. Murray Fulton and Brett Fairbairn wrote two 
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opinion pieces published in the regional farm newspaper, The 
Western Producer, in June of 1994. These pieces reminded both 
the SWP and its members that such financial restructuring ran 
the real risk of changing basic co-operative ownership princi-
ples, such as separating owners and users of the business, end-
ing competitive pricing and service at cost, and basing equity 
returns on shares instead of use of the co-operative. The 
change would also privilege existing co-op members over past 
and future members: they, and they alone, would benefit finan-
cially from the conversion. Such benefits ran contrary to co-
operative business practices. There was a real danger, Fulton 
and Fairbairn noted, in this change: The SWP would cease to be 
a co-operative. Brett Fairbairn later recalled: “We tried to 
phrase the articles diplomatically, but we came out publicly 
against one of our sponsors. It was a test, an exercise in aca-
demic autonomy.”60 Yet, there were no direct repercussions for 
the Centre — no recorded censure from the SWP via the board 
in the minutes, no change to their financial support. The SWP’s 
financial restructuring led to a period of expansion, but over 
time, as Fairbairn and Fulton predicted, the SWP was less and 
less “co-operative” in both structure and thought. The SWP 
continued to be a sponsor for two more operating agreements, 
but declined to continue in 2004. It had, in effect, ceased to be a 
co-operative.61 

Teaching Priorities 

Teaching was a major focus for Centre builders during the 
CSC’s origin and consolidation phases. The original University–
Co-operative Task Force and board wanted co-operatives, in-
cluding co-operative history, thought, legal parameters, poli-
cies, and co-operative business structure, to be taught at the 
university level. Only through teaching about co-operatives 
would students learn, and eventually become both co-op lead-
ers and trained co-operative employees. Once the CSC was in 

 

60 Interview with Brett Fairbairn, 23 November 2017. 
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operation and had a faculty component, education initiatives 
boiled down to convincing university departments to offer 
classes about co-operatives, or to at least allow each faculty 
member to teach courses that included co-operative content. 
Convincing departments and colleges of the importance of co-
operatives in the curriculum was never an easy task, and never 
completely satisfactory from the point of view of the board 
members from the co-op sector. Yet, it was suggested that per-
haps misunderstandings of the way academia worked was 
their own fault. Vern Leland, president of Federated Co-
operatives Limited from 1978 to 1996, admitted that “most of 
us were not really that knowledgeable about the university. 
Our sole purpose was just to get that education into the uni-
versity curriculum and system. We relied totally on Leo Kris-
tjanson and the deans of the various colleges.”62 The co-op sec-
tor really pressed the curriculum issue, hoping to see new and 
expanded programs at the university level providing education 
about co-operatives. At the same April 1986 board meeting 
where Chris Axworthy and the board discussed research prior-
ities, one of the co-operative directors, J. Derbowka, categori-
cally commented that research should have one focus — edu-
cational purposes, particularly for course development, and 
more broadly for larger co-operative education purposes.63 
What that meant, though, was anyone’s guess. 

But the university had its own standards and priorities for 
course development and curriculum. Unlike elementary and 
secondary school curriculum, which is set by the provinces in 
Canada, university curriculum for each course is set by the pro-
fessor. On the surface, it might seem easy for each faculty 
member to start teaching about co-ops. But, each new class 
must be approved by the department before it can be taught. 
While Leo Kristjanson and others across campus could contin-
ue to teach existing co-operative courses,64 any new courses 
would be scrutinized and debated at the department level. 
Some CSC professors had an easier time getting department 

 

62 Interview with Vern Leland, 20 January 2018. 
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approval than others. Brett Fairbairn remembered an uphill 
battle to have his second-year course on worldwide co-
operative history approved, in part because he wanted to en-
sure that students were not required to take a first-year histo-
ry class as a prerequisite. It was important, to honour the CSC 
contract with funders, that the class be open to anyone across 
campus. Eventually, the history department capitulated.65 

Once a class is approved as “on the books” or in the uni-
versity calendar, any professor trained in that discipline with a 
working knowledge of the subject matter (or willingness to 
learn) could teach it. Broad-scale first- or second-year courses, 
which would draw the most students, were preferable over 
smaller third- or fourth-year seminars. However, departments 
usually reserved those large courses for comprehensive intro-
ductory topics, like world history or Canada’s legal system or 
introductory economics, not a specific look at co-operative is-
sues. By April of 1986, Axworthy was writing extensive memos 
to the board, outlining roadblocks to course development, and, 
in particular, how hard they had worked, with little success. 
There was specific frustration over the failure to convince col-
leges that did not have faculty representation at the Centre to 
develop co-operative courses, or even to add co-op content to 
existing courses. One option to solve the impasse was for the 
Centre to take on a larger role in creating courses, even to hir-
ing specialists to develop and then teach them. This move 
would use resources, but would remove the burden from facul-
ty members bound by their own college and department re-
strictions. However, the university offered no specific mecha-
nism for centres or schools separate from established depart-
ments to create or offer their own curriculum. They simply 
weren’t allowed to create and teach co-operative courses for 
credit through the Centre; it could only be done through col-
leges and departments. The Centre was stuck. 

Over the years, faculty continued to try and teach first- 
and second-year undergraduate courses, where and when pos-
sible. These classes, it was thought, would reach the broadest 
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number of students, the majority of whom would not be spe-
cializing in co-operative studies, but would leave university 
with at least an introduction to co-operative ownership con-
cepts. The co-op sector leaders on the board of directors fa-
voured this approach and looked for success. At times, it came 
down to a question of numbers: How many classes are you 
teaching with co-operative content? How many students are 
taking these classes? Annual reports focused heavily on de-
scribing courses, counting students, and expanding the concept 
of “undergraduate learning” to include seminars, lectures, and 
presentations beyond specific courses. Progress on developing 
undergraduate classes was slow and uneven throughout the 
Centre’s existence. 

As early as 1986, the CSC noted that it was easier to devel-
op graduate-level courses, and find willing college and de-
partment hosts for them, than it was to create large-scale un-
dergraduate classes.66 By 1989, the first CSC Annual Report 
noted only six courses, one of which was still in development, 
about co-operatives: two in ag economics, two in history, and 
one in law, with the “in-development” course in management. 
It wasn’t an auspicious beginning. By 1997, though, faculty 
were more set in their departments, with growing reputations 
and the ability to insert co-operative content into their courses. 
The 1997 Annual Report lists fourteen classes with co-
operative content or specifically about co-operatives: one in 
agriculture, four in agricultural economics, one each in com-
merce and management, one in economics, three in history, 
and three in sociology. Six of the fourteen classes, though, were 
advanced seminars for honours or graduate students. 

The downside, of course, is that graduate classes attracted 
far fewer students. The upside is that graduate students would 
often come to the Centre to work on projects, as part of their 
course or thesis work, or as independent researchers, and so 
would advance co-operative knowledge and publications in 
those directions. Once the Centre started issuing annual re-
ports in 1989, there was always a section that discussed teach-
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ing, courses, and students. The section tended to emphasize 
undergraduate course offerings, focusing on classes offered by 
the core faculty. Board minutes reflect the co-op sector’s con-
tinued expectation of teaching as a central, even primary, role 
for Centre faculty. Murray Fulton later commented: 

The co-op sector was interested in teaching; they thought 
that teaching co-ops was the answer to the problem of people 
not knowing co-ops. That fixation on education showed up all 
over the place. You go to meetings and always there was 
someone who would say, we need to get education into the 
curriculum, from primary school to university, and that’s the 
problem.67 

Despite many students pointing to their experiences with 
CSC faculty as a definitive part of their future career working 
with co-operatives, the link between undergraduate teaching 
and co-op knowledge in the larger community was never clear. 
Fulton commented, “For a variety of reasons, to be honest, the 
faculty never quite believed that getting more students to learn 
about co-ops was the panacea, the magic bullet.”68 

But graduate student education, a far better fit for both the 
teaching and research expertise of the Centre, was somewhat 
hit-and-miss, always at the ebb and flow of research dollars 
and faculty time. The University of Saskatchewan, with strong 
leadership from Murray Fulton, developed an Interdisciplinary 
Studies program after the turn of the millennium. This move 
opened up graduate student learning and became the primary 
method by which the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
could access and support graduate education. Graduate stu-
dents could take their degree via Interdisciplinary Studies in-
stead of a traditional department or college. Research centres 
such as CSC could develop courses that satisfied the require-
ments. The Centre quickly developed several co-op classes 
within this mechanism and ushered through both individual 
and small cohorts of graduate students. At the same time, the 
CSC became a highly successful grant recipient, earning large 
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research contracts that operated across several years with 
money designed for graduate students. During those grant pe-
riods, graduate student enrolment soared. 

Over the course of the CSC’s existence, Fulton argues, uni-
versity teaching has changed: 

Instead of the undergrad degree being the thing that eve-
ryone needs, now it’s a graduate degree. Academic inflation: 
You need a master’s degree now to get what an undergrad de-
gree used to be. Where the CSC has gone, due to its research 
and outreach mission, is to move to graduate education and get 
students involved in co-ops in a way beyond what they can 
pick up in a class. A real deep knowledge of how the co-op 
model works. Now we see the fruits of that. The people who 
did co-ops for their master’s and PhDs occupying critical jobs 
in industry and government. We’re only going to see more of 
that and we need to do more of that.69 

But the University of Saskatchewan formally moved away 
from its Interdisciplinary Studies graduate program back to a 
focus on undergraduate students, so the Centre once again be-
came a misfit, its teaching and research interests better suited 
to the graduate level than the undergraduate. To compensate, 
the Centre cast around for a fit that would give it good access 
to graduate students. In 2014, it became formally affiliated 
with the new Johnson Shoyama Graduate School of Public Poli-
cy. 
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Interdisciplinarity70 

In the 1980s, as the Centre took shape, the concept of in-
terdisciplinary work wasn’t well understood — and, in some 
cases, caused snorts of derision and even outright revulsion 
and contempt. Interdisciplinarity grew as a concept during the 
1950s,71 just as Leo Kristjanson arrived at the University of 
Saskatchewan to work with the Centre for Community Studies. 
Yet despite these interdisciplinary roots at the university, pro-
fessors who came to join the Centre for the Study of Co-
operatives during the 1980s faced “great suspicion”: Was a po-
sition within an interdisciplinary centre a real academic job? 
Was the Centre actually a good home for a true academic? 
Would connection to the Centre hinder the academic path? Use 
of the word “interdisciplinary” stagnated, even fell off, during 
the 1980s.72 The concept was “strange and off-putting” for 
many University of Saskatchewan faculty — a problem which, 
no doubt, contributed to its uneven acceptance at the universi-
ty.73 

Leo Kristjanson might have envisioned that interdiscipli-
nary scholarship, pulling from different departments is, in fact, 
multidisciplinary, rather than interdisciplinary. Multidiscipli-
nary simply means making sure that the issue at hand is being 
studied from multiple viewpoints, such as economics, law, or 
business. The Centre has produced many such publications, 
where each faculty member and other invitees contributed 
chapters, each researched and written from individual disci-
plinary perspectives. Interestingly, even while each chapter 
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“Co-operative Strength in Diversity: Voices, Governance, and Engagement,” the 

annual conference of the Canadian Association for Studies in Co-operation, 30 

May–1 June 2018, Regina. That paper delves in more detail into the development 

of the concept, its different acceptance by university and co-operative board 

members, and its connections to co-operative studies. 
71 See Google Books Ngram Viewer for interdisciplinary. 

https://books.google.com/ngrams  
72 Ibid.  
73 Interview with Brett Fairbairn, 23 November 2017. 
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was produced by different authors, there was a large measure 
of sharing during the process. Chris Axworthy, in a director’s 
report from 1987, stated:  

The process of writing the book has shown the merits of 
an interdisciplinary approach to the study of co-operatives. 
Our frequent meetings, in which each chapter is discussed by 
everyone involved, has served to point out the links between 
the various chapters of the book and the disciplines represent-
ed in the preparation of the book. Our lively debates have given 
rise to suggestions for a wide array of joint, interdisciplinary 
projects to be attacked in the future. As has been indicated, 
each member of the staff has learned a good deal about their 
colleagues’ disciplines as a result of the close working relation-
ship which has been required on the book.74 

Despite Axworthy’s description, later interviewees re-
counted that the process of multidisciplinary book production 
was, at times, “a painful experience.” Some disciplines are vo-
cal, territorial, and not overly kind to other ways of doing re-
search. Some faculty experienced plenty of critique, but less 
constructive criticism.75 It’s a disciplinary strategy to narrow 
your scope, to become adept at a particular technique, to hone 
a focus or test a theory, to become a leader in a particular field. 
Such a technique can sometimes be inimical to working with 
others. 

The act of being interdisciplinary is much more complex 
than simply throwing people trained in different disciplines at 
a problem. There is a level of integration, of deliberately choos-
ing to look at something with more than one lens at the same 
time. Yet the practice of interdisciplinarity was fairly new, and 
at the time, there were few descriptions of actually how to un-
dertake it. Chris Axworthy noted that interdisciplinary work 
was “not all that common at the time. We did a lot of that, 
which was in a sense groundbreaking. Useful to do.” But, he 
admitted, it was messy, and it did take work. 

 

74 Chris Axworthy, “Director’s Report,” November 1987. Leo Kristjanson, Presi-

dent’s Fonds, University of Saskatchewan Archives. 
75 Interview with Lou Hammond Ketilson, 4 December 2017. 
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Murray Fulton described the practical way faculty and re-
searchers invested time in creating an interdisciplinary focus 
for the Centre. They started by explaining their disciplinary 
views. Each wrote overviews on how they would approach a 
topic, what they would do, and what tools they would use. 
These documents formed the basis for formal and informal 
deep discussion, debate, and intellectual arguments about the 
models and their underlying assumptions. 

We wanted to be formal about this, because we were 
bumping heads as we were having conversations about our 
research. We needed to understand the depth of our assump-
tions. That was an exciting time intellectually; we were all 
learning a tremendous amount. We had to figure out how we 
could coexist and operate together with other disciplinary per-
spectives.”76 

It wasn’t enough to draw from different disciplinary back-
grounds, throw them together, and expect interdisciplinary 
work. The act of being, or becoming, interdisciplinary required 
the faculty and staff at the Centre to focus on it, debate and un-
derstand it. As Lou Hammond Ketilson described, “We started 
doing seminars for each other, so we could help others to see 
what each discipline brought to the table. That was a good ex-
ercise. That is what built a sense of community within the cen-
tre.”77 

Building a sense of community through interdisciplinary 
work took off at the CSC in part because so many of the faculty 
were from Saskatchewan. David Laycock, a research associate 
and productive staff member at the CSC, noted during his in-
terview that the “CSC really was far more than the sum of its 
parts because of the interdisciplinary bonus.” The act of work-
ing together to build something meant, perhaps, a little bit 
more for those faculty members from the province. “I had in a 
sense a cultural orientation to and fondness for Saskatche-
wan,” Laycock noted, “but I wasn’t a Saskatchewan person the 
way Lou, Brett, and Murray all were. That helped a lot. They 

 

76 Interview with Murray Fulton, 12 December 2017. 
77 Interview with Lou Hammond Ketilson, 4 December 2017. 
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saw the value of interdisciplinary work partly through the lens 
of wanting the CSC to succeed, and that it had value inde-
pendently of their employment.” Sometimes, Laycock noted, 
interdisciplinary work is “just a catchphrase.” But in the case of 
the CSC, it became foundational, and “led to its functioning in a 
meaningful way in the long term,” a place that re-mapped the 
landscape of co-operative studies.78 

Almost immediately, they could see the difference. In 
1990, the group published a classic multidisciplinary study, 
with each member contributing a chapter drawn from their 
own discipline. It was well received, but less coherent than 
purely disciplinary work, as multidisciplinary volumes usually 
are. But soon after, a call came out from the Canadian Co-
operative Association to do a study on the role of co-ops in 
Canada. Fresh from months of concerted effort to understand 
each others’ disciplinary strengths and assumptions — the 
work of being interdisciplinary — the Centre bid on the con-
tract, but it was awarded to a private research firm. “To put it 
bluntly,” Murray Fulton noted, “we were pissed off.”79 Centre 
faculty and staff quickly pulled together what was to become 
“the little green book,” Co-operatives and Community Develop-
ment: Economics in Social Perspective. The process was radical-
ly different from the previous group publication effort. Every 
week or two, the combined expertise of faculty and staff (led 
by communications officer June Bold and Brett Fairbairn) met 
to discuss pieces of the manuscript. Revisions, additions, and 
conversation swirled, then Bold and Fairbairn would edit. 
Piece by piece, the book emerged as a collaborative, interdisci-
plinary product over the course of about six months. It wasn’t a 
case of individual silos of experience, mashed together in the 
introduction and conclusion. This time, each chapter received 
the attention of every discipline and CSC member, including 
staff. Its authors are a who’s who of the CSC at the time: Brett 
Fairbairn, June Bold, Murray Fulton, Lou Hammond Ketilson, 
and Daniel Ish. June Bold, the CSC communications officer, was 
an active contributor and listed as second author. 

 

78 Interview with David Laycock, 8 December 2017. 
79 Interview with Murray Fulton, 12 December 2017. 
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Published by the Centre in 1991, the book was a runaway 
bestseller, used in classrooms worldwide. It touched a nerve 
and drove much of the discussion around the role of co-ops at 
the community level. It was used in classrooms, in communi-
ties, and in community economic development, as a resource 
and strategy support. It was also timely: the International Co-
operative Alliance (ICA) was revising its list of core co-
operative principles to add “Concern for Community.” The 
green book, although not responsible for the addition, was a 
factor in the discussion. Interviewees remembered this book as 
a definitive event for the CSC, not so much for its success, but 
for its deliberate interdisciplinarity. It showed the way the 
Centre had moved from its multidisciplinary origins to a new 
interdisciplinarity that showcased the strength of each mem-
ber, to create something new and unique. 

While the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives provided a 
place where interdisciplinarity was valued, faculty members 
were bound by their home departments, so disciplinary publi-
cations remained important. The interdisciplinary nature of 
some Centre publications, with multiple authors, caused con-
sternation: Evaluators “can’t tell what percentage of the work 
is yours,” Hammond Ketilson noted bluntly. For some, she 
strongly suggested, the interdisciplinary publishing path, so 
valued by the co-operative and community collaborators, 
caused individual hardship for some of the faculty, who never 
achieved full professorship or chose to leave the University of 
Saskatchewan to seek opportunities elsewhere. But the con-
cept of interdisciplinarity within the CSC has again shown its 
merit. A number of recent publications showcase an interdisci-
plinary focus and reach for new ways to speak about, and to, 
co-operatives. Still, “It takes work and effort to value what in-
terdisciplinarity means.”80 

Because the CSC had developed internal publishing capa-
bility via the Occasional Papers Series as well as books and 
other publications, much of the interdisciplinary co-operative 
work was self-published. From an academic perspective, these 
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publications held less merit than those published via peer-
reviewed journals. From the co-operative perspective, they 
were the primary output of the CSC scholars. They were acces-
sible to read, could be purchased through the Centre, and dealt 
specifically with co-operative issues. Some were conference 
proceedings or bibliographies; some were how-to books or 
membership training; many were histories of co-operatives or 
co-op movements; while others were discussion papers or re-
flections to guide policy decisions or provide CSC commentary 
on community or public issues. 

Time is a factor in the process of interdisciplinarity. Over 
the years, CSC faculty have picked up perspectives, tools, and 
viewpoints that have broadened each of their research capabil-
ities. Fulton recalled, “All of us at the Centre went on the same 
journey and became more interdisciplinary, more willing to 
accept and be fascinated by these other perspectives, to under-
stand perspectives and to tell stories.” From this point of view, 
interdisciplinarity is also the product of the journey, something 
that remains after the work is complete.81 But at its core, inter-
disciplinary studies are a group endeavour, produced in the 
spaces between. Interdisciplinary implies breadth, carries 
depth, is borne of real work by a diverse group, is mobilized to 
solve complex problems, values diversity, listens with humility, 
and builds a legacy of expanded knowledge over time. Excel-
lence will not come from even a dedicated scholar with inter-
disciplinary experience working alone; it is in the struggle to 
work together that scholars produce interdisciplinary co-
operative studies. 

Core Funding 

The original funding agreement saw CSC funding split es-
sentially sixty/forty between the co-operative sector and the 
provincial government, with small amounts from the Co-
operative College of Canada and the in-kind support of the 
University of Saskatchewan via office space, technology, logis-

 

81 Interview with Murray Fulton, 12 December 2017. 
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tics, accounting, and other support services. The financial obli-
gations of that agreement, which had been signed in 1982, 
ended in 1987. High interest rates in the 1980s were a finan-
cial boon; the University of Saskatchewan, on behalf of the CSC, 
was able to generate an interest windfall. Hiring Chris Axwor-
thy in 1984 as the first director led to an amendment of the 
original agreement, to adjust for the lag time between the ini-
tial signing and the actual opening of the Centre. Yearly fund-
ing increases became tied to inflation based on the Saskatche-
wan Consumer Price Index plus one percent, which allowed for 
salary raises and benefit increases. Yet, the financial obliga-
tions finished 30 June 1987 while the contract would expire 6 
June 1989 — five years after the opening of the Centre. The 
signatories expected that the capital and accrued interest de-
posited before the CSC opened would carry them through the 
final two years of the contract. 

Negotiations surrounding the first contract renewal oc-
curred during a period of upheaval for the CSC. First and fore-
most: There was no executive director. In 1988, Chris Axwor-
thy left the Centre to pursue a political life, having won the 
New Democratic Party candidateship for the federal electoral 
riding of Saskatoon–Clarks Crossing. When he made the deci-
sion to run for office, Axworthy visited each of the board mem-
bers, concentrating in particular on the co-operative sector and 
the president. The general response: What kind of trouble are 
you getting the Centre into now? There appeared to be a clear 
disconnect, particularly in the minds of the funders and board 
members, between democratic and co-operative ideals, and 
supporting such ideals on the ground. A direct marriage be-
tween co-op ideals and politics, or showcasing overt political 
affiliations, was not welcome. Axworthy not only won the nom-
ination, but also the riding, ushering him straight from the di-
rectorship of the Centre into national political life. 

His departure coincided with renewal negotiations, which, 
absent an executive director, became the responsibility of the 



Enquiring, Critical, and Creative Spirit 

 
 

-70- 

board.82 Before he left, Axworthy and the Centre staff, knowing 
that contract renewal was imminent, had provided guidelines 
and reports specifically geared towards financial longevity. By 
1987, the provincial government had fulfilled its financial con-
tract and opted out of any further support for the Centre, in-
cluding no longer sending a provincial government representa-
tive to the board meetings. This decision was, at least in part, 
financial; Saskatchewan’s Conservative Government was in 
dire financial difficulty. Combined with the antipathy between 
conservatism and the Centre’s other co-operative funders, the 
withdrawal was not unexpected. 

Discussions ensued at the board table in December 1987. 
Who, they wondered, should be at the funding table? This was 
no small question, as it related directly to the mandate and 
scope of the CSC. Was it meant to concentrate geographically 
on Saskatchewan (if so, funders should come from within the 
province), or should its scope — and by extension, possible 
funders — be broadened? Co-operative commitment to the 
CSC remained steady, and their funding was not expected to 
change substantially. The board decided to retain its provincial 
focus, approach other provincially based large co-operatives 
for financial support, and pursue funding negotiations “at the 
highest levels” with the provincial and federal governments. 
FCL’s Vern Leland undertook a persuasion campaign directed 
at other co-operative entities, including both existing and po-
tential future funders: Credit Union Central, Co-operative 
Trust; Dairy Producers Co-operative; The Co-operators; Co-
operative Hail Insurance; and CUMIS. The Saskatchewan 
Wheat Pool indicated its continued commitment. The universi-
ty, via the President’s Office and the CSC, created a proposal for 
a combined provincial-federal funding arrangement, going 

 

82 During interviews with long-term faculty, none remembered the chaos of the 

1989–90 contract renewal negotiations. Only Dan Ish as incoming interim direc-

tor knew about it. 



Enquiring, Critical, and Creative Spirit 
 

 

-71- 

forward,83 but despite numerous meetings and correspond-
ence, the Centre never managed to entice federal funding. 

While the removal of substantial provincial funding was 
disconcerting, the University of Saskatchewan, pleased at the 
Centre’s academic output, was poised to intervene. At the col-
lege and department levels, support came in for individuals. 
Dan Ish from the College of Law replaced Chris Axworthy as 
director of the Centre. The law college had always been a 
strong proponent of the Centre, serving as its virtual home 
base and offering clerical support and interim directorship 
during its establishment phase. Axworthy’s dual appointment 
had been with law and the CSC; Dan Ish’s appointment contin-
ued that relationship. To ease the financial crisis generated by 
the provincial government’s withdrawal, the College of Law 
released Dan Ish to become the director but retained his salary 
line. Agricultural Economics picked up Murray Fulton’s salary, 
and Commerce began the process of taking over Lou Hammond 
Ketilson’s. These measures created a significant shift for the 
Centre’s financial structuring and started a trend that would 
continue. Faculty salaries, one of the largest components of the 
CSC’s annual budget, became more and more a university re-
sponsibility. The funding line coming from the co-operative 
and government sectors was, in practical terms, used to hire 
staff, whether into full-time positions or short-term contracts. 

Leo Kristjanson, still at the helm of both the CSC board and 
the University of Saskatchewan, also committed the university 
to pick up any shortfall generated by CSC operations during the 
financial black hole of contract renewal negotiations and salary 
line shifts between 1987 and 1990. This commitment, given at 
the board table, was soon tested. In the spring of 1988, the 
University of Saskatchewan Faculty Association went on strike 
for the first time in university history. Part of the reason for the 
strike was the growing disconnect between faculty and admin-
istration over decision-making power at the university — and 
Leo Kristjanson owned some of that blame. Faculty work on 

 

83 The federal proportion was targeted from Western Diversification funds. See 

“Government of Saskatchewan Centre Funding 94–99” file folder, Centre for the 

Study of Co-operatives files. 
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Council committees, setting priorities and direction, could be 
(and occasionally was) unilaterally ignored. Peter Millard, a 
strike leader in the negotiations, spoke of “having worked and 
worked on a committee and then you discover that the presi-
dent … has made a decision without bothering to tell you, and 
which has pre-empted that work.”84 Creating the Centre for the 
Study of Co-operatives behind the back of University Council in 
the first place had irritated many faculty members. Getting 
agreement from the board of governors to continue financing it 
rankled even further. Kristjanson’s continued commitment to 
the Centre, including this new significant financial obligation in 
the wake of the provincial government’s withdrawal, set teeth 
on edge across campus. 

Nonetheless, Kristjanson asked the board of governors di-
rectly for bridge funding; an agreement with co-operatives, he 
assured them, was in the process. He was backed by co-op sec-
tor board members prepared to face down the university gov-
ernors. Failure to support the CSC would result in several of 
the large co-operatives re-evaluating their overall relationship 
and commitment to other university undertakings, including 
capital projects. Gathering ammunition, the co-ops tabulated 
both their financial and in-kind contributions to the University 
of Saskatchewan. The threat was real. The university had ex-
pansion plans that included a new agriculture building, and the 
large co-ops had committed support. The co-ops expected quid 
pro quo.85 The university, via the board of governors, approved 
interim funding until the new agreement was in place. The new 
agreement was a four-year (1990–94) half-and-half split be-
tween the university and the co-op sector. Co-operative fun-
ders included the three main original signatories (SWP, FCL, 
and CUC, minus the Co-operative College of Canada, which had 
folded into the Canadian Co-operative Association) and added 
three new ones: The Co-operators, CUMIS, and Co-operative 
Trust. The provincial government was conspicuously absent. 
These co-op funding partners would continue through two 

 

84 “An Interview with Peter Millard,” Vox 12 (March 1993). 
85 December 1989 Centre board meeting minutes. 
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more contracts until the demise of the Saskatchewan Wheat 
Pool and its withdrawal from the co-operative sector in 2004. 

While the co-op sector, through the task force and the 
board, took the lead in negotiating Centre financing for the first 
two agreements (1982 and 1990), funding leadership moved 
inexorably to the Centre in subsequent years. As noted above, 
the College of Law’s Dan Ish took over as director of the Centre 
in 1989, first on a one-year contract, then a five-year position. 
With the backing of the Canadian Co-operative Association Re-
gion Council led by Norm Bromberger, as well as board sup-
port, most notably from Federated Co-operatives, Ish re-
opened dialogue with the provincial government. They used 
every measure at their political hand, especially face-to-face 
meetings and phone calls, supplemented by letters, proposals, 
and negotiations. It took the full four years of the contract to 
hammer out an agreement. Action items included convening 
meetings, conducting internal CSC discussions on what gov-
ernment funding could do, and identifying the key government 
players to convince. Centre scholars adamantly defended the 
need for academic autonomy, expressed concern over being 
seen as or becoming a consulting firm for government, and re-
inforced the need for freedom to use the research for academic 
publications, not just projects or reports to be tabled or 
shelved.86  

A direct conversation between Hartley Furtan and Dan Ish 
revealed much about the government’s perspective on the CSC. 
Furtan, a member of the Saskatchewan government’s Co-ops 
Directorate, had been a faculty member in agriculture, and in 
that capacity sat on the Centre’s board in the 1980s. By 1993, 
he was the deputy minister for agriculture for the province. His 
perspective, revealed in a phone call that Dan Ish later tran-
scribed to a file memorandum, showed that the government 
viewed the Centre as a distinctly academic department. Furtan 
pointed out that the Centre wasn’t particularly useful to the 
government because it lacked hands-on co-op developers with 
practical experience. It wasn’t in the field at the community 

 

86 File, “Government of Saskatchewan. Centre funding 94–99,” Centre for the 
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level, working to build co-ops. Without this expertise, all the 
Centre had to offer was theoretical, which was beyond the 
bounds of government interest.87 

In response to Ish’s calls for renewed provincial funding 
for the Centre, the Co-operatives Directorate set up a working 
group with representatives from the university and the CSC, 
the co-op sector, and the government. Their discussions and 
subsequent report outlined three funding options: 

1. tripartite equal core funding from the university, co-
ops, and the government 

2. core funding from the university and co-op sector, with 
matching funding geared specifically towards research 
and consulting for the government 

3. core funding from the university and the co-ops, with a 
non-defined level of government support for contract-
ed research 

It was critical that the government agree in principle to 
work with the co-operative funders and the university to 
hammer out an arrangement; otherwise, co-op board members 
stated, they would face opposition within their own organiza-
tions. Without government support, co-op funding was at risk. 
The Centre had a specific connector role to play, as a place to 
bring co-operatives, university, and government together to 
work and interact. But directed research, such as consulting, 
was at the time viewed as working against university and CSC 
autonomy and could, potentially, interfere with independence. 
Dan Ish stood firm. If the government committed to core fund-
ing — without specific government-related objectives — it 
could have a seat at the board table with other funders and 
have a say in research direction. Without funding, the govern-
ment could not sit on the board. Other, or additional research, 
would fall outside the operating agreement. In the face of fiscal 
restraint on all sides, the Government of Saskatchewan re-
entered as a funder, offering core funding of $50,000 per year 

 

87 File, “Government of Saskatchewan. Centre funding 94–99,” Centre for the 
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and signing the new five-year agreement.88  A public an-
nouncement, including a signing, cemented the arrangement.89 
The CSC once more became the centre of a three-way conduit 
for the provincial government, the University of Saskatchewan, 
and the co-operative sector. It would stay that way until 2014. 

The behind-the-scenes negotiations around the govern-
ment’s new commitment to the CSC in 1994 reveal the brittle 
character of the Centre’s overall health and stability. Funding 
was not a given. It was a conversation to be negotiated, trust 
earned, and results proven every five years. As the CSC 
evolved, board notes reveal a continued awareness of the pre-
carity of funding, a need to examine the funding model, and an 
ongoing call to invite new funders into the fold. Approaching 
other large co-operatives in western Canada — and potentially 
across Canada and even elsewhere — required effort, strategy, 
and connection. In addition, the co-operative sector, through 
its negotiations with the University of Saskatchewan, brought 
demands and expectations. Those demands would have merit, 
and teeth, only in relation to co-op financial power and to the 
willingness of the co-operatives to use that power as a tool to 
force the university to meet them halfway in supporting the 
Centre. Senior co-op leaders made a significant and special ef-
fort to meet with and create relationships with the new presi-
dent, George Ivany, following Leo Kristjanson’s retirement. 
Although Centre faculty could certainly contribute to forging 
these relationships, it wasn’t enough; only the funders, through 
their leaders, could exert sufficient influence to ensure univer-
sity support for the CSC. It’s not the negotiation skills of the 
executive director, but the power and dedication of the co-
operatives at the funding table that matter. 

 

88 This agreement allowed the government to renegotiate for the final two years; it 

increased funding to $75,000 per year. 
89 In 1993–94, the Centre partner contributions were: University of Saskatchewan, 

50% ($279,000); Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, 16.5% ($93,000); Credit Union Cen-

tral, 16.5% ($93,000); Federated Co-operatives Limited, 8.5% ($46,500); with the 

rest split equally among The Co-operators, CUMIS, and Co-op Trust at 2.8% 

each ($15,500 each). In 1997, Murray Fulton, who succeeded Dan Ish as director, 

renegotiated the government contribution up to $75,000 per year, which contin-

ued until 2014, when the government once again withdrew. 
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The demise of the Wheat Pool as a co-operative led to an-
other internal reorganization at the CSC. At that time, Brett 
Fairbairn negotiated to move his salary line from the Centre to 
the College of Arts and Science, easing financial strain on the 
CSC. It was the final faculty salary to move. Even so, during the 
period of the Wheat Pool’s withdrawal, there was real fear that 
the Centre would cease to exist.90 The demise of the Wheat 
Pool induced other co-op funders to increase their contribu-
tions to the CSC, while government support remained the 
same. The Centre continued with less internal funding availa-
ble for research projects or other activities. Fortuitously, the 
withdrawal of the Wheat Pool occurred at the kickoff of one of 
the largest externally funded research projects ever to come to 
the University of Saskatchewan, via the Centre, a point to 
which we will return later. So while core CSC funding was di-
minished, it was offset by external funding that helped smooth 
the transition and mitigate the damage. 

Contract negotiations in 2009 were unremarkable, but 
2014 saw another major change. The provincial government, 
with a more conservative party at the helm, cut its yearly con-
tribution and withdrew from the CSC.91 While this cut was in 
part offset by a new international funder, CHS Inc. of the Unit-
ed States, the change was important. It was a recognition that 
provincial politics still mattered, and provincial government 
funding reflected the will of the party in power. The 2014 
agreement also signalled complexity at the co-op sector level: 
Credit Union Central of Saskatchewan, which had been an orig-
inal signatory and funder since 1982, agreed to fund the CSC 
for only three years, not five, with an option to renew for the 
final two years. In 2017, Credit Union Central ended its funding 
relationship with the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives. 
The 2019 renewal cycle will have an almost completely new 
landscape, with only Federated Co-operatives Limited remain-
ing of the original signatories, along with the University of Sas-
katchewan. 

 

90 Interview with Brett Fairbairn, 23 November 2017. 
91 In the 1994 agreement, the provincial government committed $50,000 to the 

CSC for three years; in 1997, that commitment rose to $75,000, where it stayed 

until 2014, when all funding was withdrawn. 
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Funding changes made the university financially respon-
sible for half of the Centre’s operations. These changes ushered 
in a greater need for the Centre to create and promote activi-
ties that would ensure continued university support. The 
board directed faculty and staff to “concentrate on projects 
within the university’s mission.”92 Centre staff and faculty put 
renewed effort into “university-approved” paths, aligning CSC 
direction with larger university mandates. Lou Hammond 
Ketilson noted, “We were trying to keep in tune with where the 
university was going. We devoted energy to make sure that the 
university valued what we were doing and saw our value as a 
research centre.”93 One direction included funding formulas 
related to student enrolment, but as a centre and not a de-
partment, the CSC could never conform to or perform well in 
such measurements. The Centre didn’t have its own students; 
undergraduate teaching was through the home department. 
Acknowledgement for graduate teaching, particularly through 
the Interdisciplinary degree program, led to some improve-
ment, but overall, the Centre was never as successful using tui-
tion as a measurement. Research productivity, on the other 
hand, became the gold standard by which the CSC could bolster 
university approval. 

Research Funding 

There is a difference, within a centre or institution, be-
tween core funding and research funding. While crossover and 
spillover is common, the two are usually kept separate within 
accounting and reporting mechanisms. The difference is sim-
ple: Core funding is what keeps the base of a centre functioning 
(primarily viewed as staff and office expenses), while research 
funding is specific to projects, whether consulting work fees 
for service or grants for large research projects. Each of the 
five-year agreements set the core funding of the Centre for the 
Study of Co-operatives. In the first five years, when this fund-
ing came from government and the co-operative sector, it paid 

 

92 Board meeting minutes, March 1992. 
93 Interview with Lou Hammond Ketilson, 4 December 2017. 



Enquiring, Critical, and Creative Spirit 

 
 

-78- 

mainly for salaries and benefits for faculty, staff, and other re-
searchers, as well as travel, conference fees, and other central 
services such as communications and library, which will be 
discussed below. CSC scholars could access additional research 
funds at the director’s discretion, drawn from the lavish inter-
est reserves, but these amounts were generally small and fo-
cused on short-term outputs. 

After the provincial government pulled out of the Centre, 
the University of Saskatchewan stepped in, matching the co-op 
sector fifty/fifty for core funding. Over time, more and more of 
the faculty working at the Centre were paid salary lines 
through their home departments. These slow shifts in how the 
university increased its funding support allowed for somewhat 
of a separation in how the co-operative sector’s funding was 
allocated. This separation was never listed specifically in the 
published annual budget but became part of how the director 
understood and used the co-op sector’s core funding. That 
money first went to support staff salary lines, such as office 
manager, communications, and library, then into items like 
travel, office supplies, membership dues, and so forth. In some 
cases, co-operative funding would “pay” sessional lecturer fees 
as part of the agreement to release that faculty member from 
departmental teaching. 

But over and above core funding, as the Centre solidified 
its staff and faculty, research productivity soared, and with it, 
an increase in outside research funding. In the first five to ten 
years, some of that funding was internal to the co-operative 
sector, such as special projects with the Co-operative College of 
Canada, various provincial or federal Co-operatives Secretari-
ats, or the federal Canadian Co-operative Association. Faculty 
and staff would outline project proposals (sometimes competi-
tive, sometimes not) which, when funded, would provide mon-
ey to hire extra researchers (short-term or summer contracts, 
for example) or to pay graduate students, who would do the 
work alongside, or as part of, their graduate projects. Examples 
of such work abound. In 1988, soon after his arrival at the Cen-
tre, Brett Fairbairn, a trained historian, bid on a contract to 
write a history of the Co-operative Retailing System and Fed-
erated Co-operatives. Awarded the contract, Brett worked with 
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an editorial board from FCL, “who commented on drafts, back 
and forth.” Such a collaborative approach could lead to concern 
for academic autonomy: What if Fairbairn felt the need to point 
out something that FCL considered sensitive or problematic? 
Writing corporate history, as with, institutional history, carries 
its own challenges. Nonetheless, the book supported Fair-
bairn’s bid for tenure in the History Department and led over 
time to two more, successive, corporate history research and 
publishing projects between Fairbairn and FCL. While criss-
crossing western Canada in the fall of 2017, working on the 
latest book (due for publication in 2018), Fairbairn noted that 
he has now become more knowledgeable about the CRS and 
FCL than many who actually work for the co-operative retail 
system.94 

Another example of contract work came in 1993, when the 
Centre undertook research on the connection between co-
operative development and community for a national task 
force. This project was geared towards identifying an action 
plan around the services and supports that would contribute 
most to co-operative development success. The research in-
volved interviews, surveys, and compiling public information 
— time-consuming tasks taken on by a contract researcher, 
Peter Krebs.95 The final report for this project was published 
both electronically and in print and distributed to national and 
provincial groups. There were limits to such reports, though. 
According to Fairbairn, “Data-driven reports have short-term 
impact, quickly forgotten. It’s the kind of thing that govern-
ments look for, because they love reports and stats.”96 But the 
interest in co-operative development as an area of study led to 
another project — Murray Fulton’s work on New Generation 
Co-operatives in the 1990s. Funded in turn by both Credit Un-
ion Central and the Agriculture Development Fund, Fulton’s 
work on New Generation Co-operatives and banking would 
build a case for the Saskatchewan government to develop new 
legislation. In 1999, the province created An Act respecting New 

 

94 Interview with Brett Fairbairn, 23 November 2017. 
95 Centre for the Study of Co-operatives Annual Report, 1992–1993. 
96 Interview with Brett Fairbairn, 23 November 2017. 
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Generation Co-operatives, opening the door to a new form of 
co-operative ripe for development, in part due to Fulton’s re-
search leadership.97 

Research contracts fulfilled a dual role for the Centre. Con-
sulting contracts, typically funded by government or other 
components within the co-operative sector, produced useful 
reports, some of which would take on a trajectory of their own, 
influencing the development of new co-ops or changing policy 
or legislation affecting them. These types of contracts would 
fulfill some of the provincial government’s expectations of the 
Centre — to be a resource for thought work on aspects of co-
operatives or co-operative development. But such “push” fac-
tors have always been far outweighed by “pull” factors operat-
ing both within the Centre and, even more, as norms from 
within academia. Aiming for tenure and promotion within 
their home departments, faculty had to show research and 
publication success. Consulting contracts had the potential to 
produce new information that could be repackaged and writ-
ten for academic publication.98 Such reports or their outcomes 
are hard to measure if they do not fit the life cycle of a govern-
ment or produce tangible results at the optimum time for pub-
lic policy change. The Centre has generally experienced more 
success doing direct contract work for co-operatives and credit 
unions rather than government, but those contracts rise and 
fall depending on the personal research needs, interests, and 
time of each of the faculty members or research staff, as well as 
the interests of co-operatives. 

By far the larger draw was the growing importance of vy-
ing for, and winning, large and prestigious research grants. 
Over the history of the CSC, funding for research within uni-
versities changed from internal support through departments 
or other university funding pots to external support from large, 
Canada-wide research funders such as the Canadian Institute 

 

97 See CSC Annual Reports from 1996 through 2001. Fulton’s research opened 

the concept of the “New Agriculture.” 
98 See, for example, Murray Fulton, Brenda Stefanson, and Andrea Harris, “New 

Generation Cooperatives and Cooperative Theory,” Journal of Cooperatives 11 

(1996): 15–28. 
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of Health Research, the Natural Sciences and Engineering Re-
search Council, and the Social Sciences and Humanities Re-
search Council (SSHRC). Winning competitive grants from 
these agencies built the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
from an entity known primarily to Saskatchewan and Canadian 
scholars into an international powerhouse. 

Success bred success. Establishing a core of staff support 
and faculty expertise, then building a Centre identity of inter-
disciplinarity and excellence through the 1990s, led to a fluo-
rescence of SSHRC research grant success by the turn of the 
millennium. In early 2003, Brett Fairbairn won more than $.5 
million to study the relationship between co-operatives and 
community social cohesion, while Murray Fulton garnered an-
other almost $100,000 to study agricultural co-operatives. In 
2005, these huge grants were dwarfed by the Lou Hammond 
Ketilson–led $1.75 million SSHRC grant to study co-operatives 
as part of the “social economy.” The largest grant to that date 
in University of Saskatchewan history, Ketilson’s grant brought 
the Centre together with the newly created Community-
University Institute for Social Research and leaders across 
Manitoba and northern Ontario to create a large, interconnect-
ed research team drawn from multiple universities. Both the 
social cohesion and social economy grants vaulted the Centre 
for the Study of Co-operatives to the forefront of university 
success in interdisciplinary, multi-year research projects that 
could leverage multiple partnerships across Canada and organ-
ize researchers and students to put a laser focus on co-
operative issues. 

Faculty and research staff at the Centre had the capacity to 
bid for, accept, and carry out larger and larger research pro-
jects for three related reasons. One, it was a team environment. 
As a unit, the Centre could bounce ideas, solicit help and sup-
port, and share research or divide workloads for large projects 
in a way that wasn’t as readily available to those who worked 
in more insular or academically competitive departments. Of-
ten, the lead investigator had co-investigators drawn from CSC 
faculty. Two, the Centre was supported by up to four dedicated 
staff members whose workload could accept some short-term 
adjustments and changes. Staff resilience and project support 
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mattered, and produced project success, timeliness, and pro-
fessional output. If books weren’t reshelved for a few weeks, or 
other nonvital tasks were put off, the Centre would still func-
tion and could devote that energy, as needed, towards a pro-
ject. Lou Hammond Ketilson pointed to staff as critical: “I have 
made this argument before; the ability to have permanent staff, 
publisher, administrative support, and a librarian was abso-
lutely critical. That enabled us to go after the big grants, be-
cause we had admin to back it.”99 Three, working within the 
university, with faculty spread across campus, meant that 
there were multiple ears and eyes available to find extra sup-
port. Short-term research, writing, and other project require-
ments could be met by tapping the extensive pool of students 
or recent graduates. Connected to multiple colleges, the Centre 
could draw broadly for student and short-term staffing. An off-
campus research hub, less connected to departments and col-
leges, would not have been able to function as effectively. 

Faculty 

As the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives entered its 
growth and consolidation phase, and the University of Sas-
katchewan became part of the contractual cycle as a core fun-
der, there was a more defined split between staff and faculty. 
The migration of faculty salaries, over time, to home depart-
ments, eased the Centre’s financial burden. But this created an 
unexpectedly brittle relationship between the Centre and fac-
ulty hires, which had a direct effect on faculty renewal, turno-
ver, and new appointments. Following the end of Dan Ish’s di-
rectorship, the CSC board looked only within existing universi-
ty personnel to find a new director, as they couldn’t support 
the salary of a new faculty member without compromising 
core staff. So the position had to be filled by someone already 
on the university payroll — someone who was interested, ob-
viously, and further, whose home department and college was 
willing to allow them to take over the director’s role. Murray 
Fulton became the new director in 1995, instigating a new era 

 

99 Interview with Lou Hammond Ketilson, 4 December 2017. 
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in which the director would be drawn from current faculty on a 
rotating but competitive basis. 

The departure of Dan Ish meant that the Centre for the 
Study of Co-operatives had a faculty position open; after a 
cross-campus search, Michael Gertler of Sociology took it on. 
With deep interdisciplinary roots, Gertler was a logical choice. 
His first degree was in the environment, his master’s in agricul-
ture, and his PhD in rural development sociology.100 When Ger-
tler arrived on the University of Saskatchewan campus in 
1987, the Centre actively supported his candidacy in the Soci-
ology Department, knowing that his knowledge of co-
operatives and rural development would be an asset. Coming 
on board as a Centre Fellow, Gertler’s major contributions 
were in the classroom, teaching about co-operatives. He car-
ried the heaviest teaching load and spent energy as the gradu-
ate chair, supporting CSC graduate students completing their 
work in the Interdisciplinary Co-op Concentration. 

As faculty members mature within a campus community, 
administrative talent becomes important. Throughout the Cen-
tre’s existence, Murray Fulton, Lou Hammond Ketilson, and 
Brett Fairbairn all took on administrative positions either as 
head of their home departments, heads of colleges, administra-
tive leaders in new campus initiatives, or won roles in senior 
administration, as well as taking turns as Centre director. 
Campus administrative positions helped to shore up on-
campus support for and knowledge of the CSC, but the posi-
tions would also draw core faculty away from the Centre. 
Hammond Ketilson became associate dean of Commerce; Mur-
ray Fulton served as head of Agricultural Economics, was a 
leader in developing and running the Interdisciplinary Studies 
program, and later was integral in creating the new Graduate 
School of Public Policy. Brett Fairbairn, who succeeded Fulton 
as director of the CSC in 2000, volunteered to be the head of 
the History Department in 2004, negotiating with the dean of 
Arts and Science to take on his salary line and ease the burden 
on the Centre. Hammond Ketilson took over from Fairbairn as 

 

100 Interview with Michael Gertler, 9 February 2018. 
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director of the CSC, first on an interim basis, then as an ap-
pointment from 2005 to 2014, when Murray Fulton once again 
took the directorship. In 2008, Brett Fairbairn became the uni-
versity’s provost and vice-president academic, a senior admin-
istrative role he held until 2014. During sabbatical leave of an 
appointed director, other faculty, including Michael Gertler, 
would step in to handle the director’s administrative tasks, 
though Gertler to 2018 never took the reigns directly. 

Shuffling core faculty through the director’s position cre-
ated continuity and stability, but when core faculty accepted 
senior administrative positions away from the CSC, the ques-
tion became, should they resign from the Centre? The problem 
was, with their tenured salary lines picked up by the university 
and CSC funds dedicated to supporting administrative staff, 
there was limited funding available to hire new faculty to those 
positions. A starting faculty position (assistant professor level) 
at the University of Saskatchewan in the mid-1980s garnered 
an annual salary of about $30,000 to $35,000. As of 2018, a 
starting assistant professor can expect between $95,000 to 
$100,000 per year. Calculated just for the cost of inflation, that 
$30,000 salary from 1985 would be $64,000 in 2018 dollars; 
the difference is the inflated salaries imposed by the university 
to attract and hold out-of-province faculty.101 It would be near 
impossible for the co-op sector to pick up salary rates for both 
faculty and staff at these levels. In fact, although the five-year 
agreements list the co-op sector and university as equal part-
ners, the annual report budgets since 2001 have shown the 
university contribution as higher than the co-op sector, and 
growing over time to accommodate the rising salaries of the 
faculty, in line with University of Saskatchewan Faculty Associ-
ation guidelines. 

Knowing that faculty renewal was an issue, the CSC creat-
ed a “bridging hire” in 2000 for Cristine de Clercy from Political 
Science. The idea was that the CSC would support her position 
to begin with, but that the department would gradually take 
over. Although associated with the Centre as a faculty member 

 

101 See the Canadian inflation calculator, 

www.bankofcanada.ca/rates/related/inflation-calculator/  
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for a few years, de Clercy experienced the same dual-master 
issues as the other faculty. Trying to do well in two different 
areas of research meant more work. A secondary issue is that 
she had no contemporary cohort with whom to undertake the 
hard work of building interdisciplinarity. That kind of deep 
work required more time and energy than the more senior 
faculty members, now busy in administrative positions with 
the university, could provide. The disciplinary bridge couldn’t 
hold, and de Clercy eventually relocated to a different universi-
ty. Other partial faculty hires as Centre Fellows have included 
Eric Micheels in Agriculture, Dionne Pohler at the School of 
Public Policy, and Isobel Findlay and Abdullah Mamun from 
the Edwards School of Business. Depending on the nature of 
their appointment, their work at the CSC on co-operative is-
sues has varied. Again, the inter-faculty work of creating inter-
disciplinary work by addressing issues as a team was difficult 
to recreate and produced uneven results. 

To counteract the issues of faculty renewal and faculty ab-
sence, and as a complement to the full-time Centre Fellows, the 
CSC created a secondary line of associates known as Centre 
Scholars. These individuals, who came from both within and 
outside the university, remained within their home depart-
ment but offered their expertise for occasional teaching or 
seminar work, committee work for graduate students, or as co-
applicants and node leaders for large research grants. Highly 
visible Centre Scholars have included Ian MacPherson, Morris 
Altman, and Isobel Findlay, who later became a Centre Fellow. 
Others have included Marj Benson, Dan Ish, Rob Norris, Sheryl 
Mills, and Len Findlay. While this model waxed and waned 
over time, depending on the energy expended to keep existing 
scholars and identify new ones, it served to extend faculty re-
sources, knowledge, research, and presentation expertise, as 
well as graduate student support. 
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Communications 

From the start, the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
invested in communications. One of the Centre’s core man-
dates, reiterated in all of its operating agreements throughout 
the years, is to prepare publications. Faculty and staff knew 
that producing exclusively peer-reviewed publications that 
would be viewed only by those who had subscriptions to eso-
teric journals would not be acceptable to the funders and 
would not address their responsibility to the larger co-
operative community. The CSC had to create a presence in all 
its spheres of influence: the University of Saskatchewan, the 
co-operative sector, and the disciplinary homes of faculty. It 
was a daunting task. 

At first, publishing was almost entirely a paper process. 
The Centre soon developed its own Occasional Paper Series, 
and by 1989 had published papers on the relationship between 
co-operatives and employees, democratic procedures in co-
ops, a history of Saskatchewan co-op law, and several encom-
passing bibliographies on co-op management, worker co-ops, 
and co-op organizations in western Canada. In some cases, 
these occasional papers offered a means to publish conference 
proceedings, sector-related information, or aspects of research 
projects that wouldn’t fit as classic academic publications. In 
1989, the annual report listed sixteen occasional papers and 
one monograph, all available for purchase. 

By 1999, that list had more than doubled, and changed to 
include not only occasional papers, but resource information, 
videos, and electronic forms of publication, which could be ac-
cessed through the Centre’s website. Sales of these publica-
tions became part of the revenue budget for the Centre, though 
it never adequately recouped research, writing, editing, pro-
duction, printing, and related creative costs. Nonetheless, these 
activities became central to the CSC’s growing identity, a tangi-
ble result of the commitment to outreach and service, particu-
larly to the co-operative sector. 

The computer age came early for Centre staff and scholars. 
The innocuous line that read Office Supplies in the original op-
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erating agreement, to be paid by the university, became a lever 
to garner state-of-the-art personal computing and Centre 
printing systems. The CSC quickly became a haven of Apple 
computer fanatics. Dan Ish, the second director, told me with a 
laugh that about once a year, someone would come into his 
office to complain about something. He’d listen, then promise 
them a new computer and they’d leave, happy. Yet technology 
was foundational to the exponential growth of the Centre’s re-
search and publication output. Almost from the beginning, 
technology helped the Centre establish internal communica-
tions, organize large research projects, write and edit effective-
ly and quickly, and share information widely. 

The staff complement at the CSC soon reflected communi-
cations as a critical core resource. Jo-Anne Andre, in one of the 
first two staff positions, took on a major publication and com-
munication role in fostering the Worker Co-ops magazine, 
though her title didn’t necessarily reflect her workload. In 
1990, the Centre hired June Bold as communications officer, 
responsible for publications, liaison, and resource centre co-
ordination, as well as research, writing, and editing as needed. 
June was succeeded by Byron Henderson in 1992, whose work 
took the Centre into the forefront of digital and electronic 
communications, including online databases and Co-op Net, the 
Centre’s first in-house computer network. He was instrumental 
in creating an online presence for the Centre as the world 
moved inexorably towards what was then called the World 
Wide Web. Henderson eventually moved on to work more di-
rectly with computers and expand online knowledge. His suc-
cessor, Nora Russell, took over in 1997 and has been head of 
communications and publications through the Centre’s longest 
and most prolific publishing era. In many ways, the Centre for 
the Study of Co-operatives was far ahead of similar depart-
ments or colleges across campus. One of the largest staff ex-
pansions at the University of Saskatchewan in the past ten 
years has been in communications, where individual colleges, 
schools, centres, and institutes fill communications co-
ordinator positions to handle a multitude of internal and ex-
ternal communications and publishing responsibilities. The 
Centre has been doing that all along. 
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While much of the Centre’s communications output in-
volved occasional papers, booklets, books, and academic pa-
pers, the board asked the CSC to find ways to reach the broader 
co-operative audience and to be more generally visible. Com-
munications received special consideration at a joint 
staff/board meeting in 1993. Publications would be split four 
ways: 

• occasional papers, books, and articles, which would 

showcase new research and theory 

• resource papers, which would compile and disseminate 

general information 

• fact sheets, with statistics and shorter resource infor-

mation 

• CSC Developments, a new Centre newsletter to be 

launched immediately102 

By December of that year, the newsletter was up and run-
ning and the CSC was eyeing a move online to e-publishing and 
databases as well as considering distance education options. 
The CSC embraced online technology from its infancy; the 
problem, then as now, was in finding ways to ensure a reader-
ship for what the Centre had to offer. 

From the beginning, the Centre’s publication mandate was 
more than just disseminating its own work. With a core com-
mitment to in-house expertise in editing, writing, and publish-
ing, the Centre offered scholars across Canada, the US, and 
around the world a publishing vehicle. Core communications 
staff could work with co-op authors to produce a wide array of 
publications and offer them for public distribution through the 
Centre’s growing channels. Over the years, the Centre has pub-
lished everything from bibliographies to histories to biog-
raphies to thought pieces, project reports, conference proceed-
ings, director handbooks, community organization handbooks, 
policy notes, international co-operative comparisons, and 
community reports. Straddling the line between research cen-
tre and publisher, the CSC commitment to communications of-

 

102 Board minutes, March 1993. 
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fered a valuable single-point publishing vehicle that supported 
co-operative publishing and gave the co-op community a focal 
point for its work. 

While external communications for the co-op sector, fun-
ders, and the general public remained the primary role for the 
communications officer, internal communications to the uni-
versity were also critical, and it takes a language of persuasion 
and boldness to inform and sway university leadership. By the 
1990s, the University of Saskatchewan began a long series of 
internal reviews and evaluations, to “trim” budgets and out-
puts, shoring up success and eliminating line items. The Centre 
for the Study of Co-operatives initially came under fire, derided 
as catering to a “special interest group” of co-operatives. In a 
1991 letter to president George Ivany, the Centre fired back. 
The letter pointed out that co-operatives at the time made up 
about one quarter of Saskatchewan’s GDP (gross domestic 
product); the CSC was multidisciplinary and linked to the pub-
lic (exactly what large funding groups like SSHRC were looking 
for); its scholarly output was tremendous; and finally, cutting 
the Centre would affect the university’s overall budget by elim-
inating the co-operative funding the CSC attracted.103 

Over time, faculty and CSC communications became even 
more adept at showing how and where the CSC aligned with 
and actively promoted the university’s goals. The director and 
communications officer worked together to produce two re-
ports — one for the co-op sector and one for the university, 
each emphasizing what would be most appreciated, under-
stood, and acknowledged.104 The communications director took 
on a major role in responding to and creating internal reports, 
self-assessments, and other strategic documents designed to 
find key ways to promote the Centre within the university. By 
2005, in the midst of the CSC’s external grant success, the uni-
versity listed the CSC as a Centre of Excellence and the Centre 

 

103 Board minutes, March 1991. Note that the letter used “multidisciplinary” in-

stead of “‘interdisciplinary.” The University of Saskatchewan remained skeptical 

of interdisciplinarity until the turn of the millennium. See Massie, “A (Limited) 

Study in Interdisciplinarity.” 
104 Interview with Lou Hammond Ketilson, 4 December 2017. 
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ranked well during the aborted TransformUS process on cam-
pus.105 By strategically placing core emphasis on the role of 
communications, the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
demonstrated a critical understanding of the importance of 
influence, persuasion, and knowledge mobilization. With the 
retirement of Nora Russell in 2018, it is as yet unclear if com-
munications will remain a key component of the Centre, or if 
that role will migrate to the desk of communications officers 
within the larger School of Public Policy. If so, it is possible that 
the Centre’s publishing role, particularly as a point of concen-
tration for the larger co-op research community, will cease. 

The Library 

For much of its existence, the Centre for the Study of Co-
operatives was home to a library resource centre, a mainly 
English-language repository of co-operative knowledge, the 
largest of its kind in Canada. In the 1980s, no research could 
take place without a physical library; print power ruled, and 
the Internet and computer technology were far into the future. 
The co-operative research library at the CSC began at the con-
vergence of three related points. First, in the original founding 
document, the University of Saskatchewan committed cash to 
the tune of $3,000 per year for “library acquisitions.” The CSC, 
set up in the Diefenbaker Centre, chose to interpret that innoc-
uous statement as leeway to create its own library instead of 
requesting co-op related material to be purchased, acces-
sioned, and stored in the main library. Identifying and control-
ling purchases was important, and this budget allowed for co-
op accessions, disciplinary books, and interdisciplinary mate-
rials to be conveniently housed near the staff and faculty offic-
es, right in the Diefenbaker Centre. 

 

105 The TransformUS process at the University of Saskatchewan was a major 

review exercise undertaken to identify areas of strength and weakness to help 

address a projected budget shortfall. The process asked each department, centre, 

institute, and school to complete an exhaustive self-reflective review. Nora Rus-

sell produced the CSC report, which led to a good ranking for the Centre. The 

process was aborted in 2014 due to outcry within the University of Saskatchewan 

community. 
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Second, director Chris Axworthy remembered that re-
search officer Skip McCarthy, a CSC staff member in the early 
years, was a connector. 

He had really good connections with all kinds of grass-
roots organizations. I don’t know where the first books came 
from, but he engineered a donation. They were looking for 
someplace to put them. We just took them and started storing 
them, other people gave us books and so on. I suppose we 
thought it was important to have books of interest to co-ops in 
our library.106 

These donated collections included the materials gathered 
by Pestalozzi College in Ottawa, as well as contributions from 
Federated Co-operatives, including a complete set of the Co-
operative Consumer newspaper from 1939–1982, and many 
local co-op history books. Adding to this rather serendipitous 
origin story, and the third point of convergence, was the de-
mise of the Co-operative College of Canada, which formed part 
of the original Canadian Co-operative Association (CCA) in 
1987. At the time, the Centre had passed its solid third year, 
with a full complement of staff and faculty. With Skip McCar-
thy’s book collection growing, part of the Co-op College library 
moved to the CSC instead of moving to Ottawa with the CCA. 

Almost as soon as a library began to take shape, the Centre 
hired library technicians and librarians to keep track of, con-
tain, and tame the growing beast. As early as 1985, director’s 
reports showed librarian expenses outweighing book purchas-
es by a factor of three. Linda Tanner came on board in 1986 to 
help catalogue both the Centre’s growing number of tomes, 
reports, booklets, and papers, and to work with the Co-op Col-
lege to make sure their catalogues were up-to-date. Her work 
set the stage for at least a partial amalgamation. Centre staff 
and faculty identified which, if any, reports, books, or other 
items they wanted from the Co-op College library before it was 
sent to Ottawa. More items, particularly historical and archival 

 

106 Interview with Chris Axworthy, 29 November 2017. 
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materials, moved back from Ottawa to the Centre in 1994 as 
the Canadian Co-operative Association underwent change.107 

The library was, for much of the CSC’s existence, a defining 
feature. It was a physical space, curated and well kept — a 
treasure trove of co-operative research and knowledge, includ-
ing both books and archival material, as well as photographs. 
Students taking classes in co-operatives or with co-op content 
could be found working on papers in the library, chatting with 
each other and with staff, discussing co-op issues and debating 
concepts. Staff and faculty used library materials for research 
and publication purposes. Not having to cross campus and con-
tend with countless other students, faculty, and staff in the 
university’s main library no doubt enhanced research produc-
tivity. Even as the library holdings went online, first through 
the CSC’s internal server, then via the university’s system, its 
physical presence remained at the CSC within the Diefenbaker 
Centre. 

The library became a major component of the Centre’s 
mandate for research communication and dissemination, as 
well as outreach. Centre visitors would always be found perus-
ing the shelves and using the stacks. Lou Hammond Ketilson 
noted multiple instances where new co-op employees, particu-
larly those less familiar with the co-op model, would drop by 
for an informal “crash course” in co-ops, and more particularly, 
Saskatchewan co-ops, in the CSC library.108 International visi-
tors frequently cited the library as part of what drew them to 
the Centre — its extensive provincial, but also national and in-
ternational co-operative holdings in one convenient space. 
From its somewhat haphazard beginnings, the library became 
known as the Resource Room, a space for dedicated co-
operative information. By 1995, it held more than two thou-
sand items, and the Centre renovated and expanded to create a 
better space. By 2013, the last year the library was in situ at the 
Diefenbaker Centre, it contained well over five thousand items, 
ranging from books to magazines and newspapers, reports and 
periodicals, to sound recordings and videos. Yet as the modern 

 

107 Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, Annual Report, 1994. 
108 Interview with Lou Hammond Ketilson, 4 December 2017. 
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age of digital publications rose, questions came to the fore-
front. If online publishing is at the touch of a few keystrokes, 
and researchers both have and demand digital access, of what 
use is a physical library? How does a physical library serve the 
needs of rural, remote, northern, or international communi-
ties? These questions became part of the contentious debate 
that led to the relocation of the co-op holdings to the Special 
Collections area of the larger university library, a point to 
which we will return later. 

Outreach and Extension 

Outreach and extension activities have always been a cen-
tral part of the CSC’s mandate. And while that mandate has 
been met, in part, by its communication work and its research 
library, outreach and extension have played a key role in main-
taining the vigour of the Centre’s relationship to the broader 
co-operative and academic communities. It is difficult to define 
outreach and extension activities, as they cross over into re-
search pursuits, governance, relationships, teaching, and ser-
vice. They also vary from year to year and by faculty member. 
Nonetheless, examples abound. The simplest forms include 
meeting with senior managers and directors of co-operatives, 
creating back-and-forth dialogue and check-ins, producing in-
ternal policy papers and commentaries, keeping tabs on indus-
try changes, and ensuring research relevance. Other examples 
include providing support services to co-operatives, such as 
helping run discussion groups, providing expert advice or 
feedback, presenting at annual general meetings, or working 
together on specific projects. 

In reading board minutes for the Centre’s entire history, it 
is clear that there were continual shifts in the importance of or 
emphasis on outreach and extension activities, and multiple 
discussions on how to handle them, how they should be count-
ed, if they should be remunerated, and how to categorize and 
report them. If a co-operative asked for help with board train-
ing, or for someone to speak at public meetings about co-ops in 
general or co-op research in particular, the CSC board won-
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dered: Should the Centre charge a per diem? Does that money 
accrue to the faculty member, or to the Centre? How often can 
the faculty or staff accept such speaking engagements? How 
should those requests be split, and how should the Centre allo-
cate its time? Can the Centre reasonably ask staff or faculty to 
volunteer for evening and weekend extension work on a regu-
lar basis? Such discussions were folded into both staff meet-
ings and board meetings, but also became part of intense re-
treat sessions, where the Centre would map out its mandate, 
priorities, and strategic plans. 

One obvious area of extension and outreach is in co-
operative development. By the mid-1990s, the Centre had a 
large provincial profile, and requests would come in for direct 
co-op development, i.e., working with groups to create new co-
ops. Tom Marwick, the Saskatchewan government representa-
tive on the board, pushed for co-op development to move out 
of the hands of the provincial government and into the Centre. 
But the time, energy, and extension services required for co-op 
development were not available at the Centre, whose mandate, 
focus, and core operations were in research and teaching. Ex-
tension flowed from those activities but could not accommo-
date the time-consuming process of direct co-op development. 
For faculty, such community engagement rarely led to academ-
ic publications, supported tenure or promotion decisions, or 
other career-enhancing activities. As well, co-operative devel-
opment tends to happen within communities, at meetings and 
on coffee row. Asking groups of people to travel to Saskatoon 
to meet with professors wasn’t feasible; neither was asking 
professors or staff to travel out to communities, except on oc-
casion. A push towards community development in the early to 
mid-1990s led to several staff and faculty acting as meeting 
facilitators, but this initiative was short-lived. It was more 
common for staff or faculty to present at annual general meet-
ings of large rural groups such as the Saskatchewan Associa-
tion of Rural Municipalities or at gatherings of regional eco-
nomic development authorities. Larger venues and events, of-
ten with workshops, efficiently disseminated co-op infor-
mation to a broader audience, and also offered the opportunity 
for questions and answers. 
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Other university-linked co-operative centres, such as the 
Center for Cooperatives at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison, had a formalized co-operative development mandate 
and focus, with in-house staff dedicated to supporting nascent 
co-ops, and for this reason, it might have been expected that 
the CSC would be similar. But the Wisconsin–Madison centre is 
an extension division; the number of research faculty is 
dwarfed by the staff complement and co-op development 
mandate. The two centres function quite differently. Other 
Saskatchewan groups — the fieldmen of the Saskatchewan 
Wheat Pool, provincial government co-op developers, and lat-
er, those working for the Saskatchewan branch of the Canadian 
Co-operative Association, and still later, the Saskatchewan Co-
operative Association — had a clear mandate for co-op devel-
opment.109 Research projects would occasionally send staff, 
faculty, or graduate students to communities, but the relation-
ship was one of research, not co-op development. For example, 
during the Co-operative Innovation Project (2014–2016), 
funded with a $1 million investment from Federated Co-
operatives Limited, Centre researchers visited numerous rural 
and Indigenous communities across western Canada for re-
search purposes. Revisiting each community multiple times, as 
would be required by co-op development, was never part of 
the research plan, although one aspect of the work identified 
communities and business opportunities conducive to co-op 
business development. But the development process itself 
needed to build from the community level, bringing in co-op 
development specialists when possible. 

Conferences offered obvious opportunities for extension 
and outreach work. Both faculty and staff attended public or 
government conferences, workshops, or annual meetings, giv-
ing papers or presentations. Rural development groups in par-
ticular were a close fit. Such public engagement was comple-
mented and extended by academic outreach. The Centre for 
the Study of Co-operatives grew and coalesced alongside other 

 

109 For an overview of co-operative development in western Canada, see the Co-

operative Innovation Project final report, especially the chapter devoted to co-

operative development, https://coopinnovation.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/3-co-

op-development-in-western-canada.pdf . 

https://coopinnovation.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/3-co-op-development-in-western-canada.pdf
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Canadian regional research centres, clusters, and chairs study-
ing co-operative business practices. A critical vehicle for unify-
ing these groups is the Canadian Association for Studies in Co-
operation/L’Association Canadienne pour les Études sur la 
Coopération (CASC–ACEC). CASC grew alongside and in con-
cert with the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, which has 
always served as its home base and office. CASC has a broad 
mandate to bring together academics and practitioners such as 
co-op developers, co-op educators, and co-op staff whose posi-
tions involve co-op outreach, extension, and education. The 
annual CASC conference coincides with Congress, an annual 
gathering of Canadian academics. Since 1984, both faculty and 
staff have attended, given papers, reports, stood for CASC of-
fice, and supported the association. The gathering attracts co-
operative researchers and practitioners from across Canada 
and around the world; it is an event where new research pro-
jects and collaborations, knowledge sharing, support, and 
community come together. The relationship between CASC and 
the Centre is strong. During a period of funding renewal, the 
question is, how can CASC members be mobilized to support a 
new contract for the CSC? 

 With its footprint in the recently renamed Diefenbaker 
Building, anchored by the Diefenbaker museum and archives, 
the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives has had a unique and 
enviable avenue for outreach and extension through public 
history. The Centre has worked with museum staff on multiple 
occasions to showcase co-op history and research generated 
by the CSC. Museum displays offer a unique form of public out-
reach. Academic research must be distilled to its essential 
points and combined with visual artifacts or photographs to 
tell a particular story. The first such collaborative exhibit was 
in 1986, when Centre and museum staff produced Building 
Windbreaks against the Future: The Co-operative Movement in 
Saskatchewan. The Centre hosted a reception to mark the ex-
hibit’s opening, as well as sponsoring a special visit from dele-
gates at Federated Co-operatives Limited’s annual general 
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meeting that year.110 Through the years, the CSC worked with 
the Diefenbaker Centre on smaller exhibits, or provided input 
into co-operative history for larger or longer exhibits. That re-
lationship underpinned the 2010 Building Community: Creating 
Social and Economic Well-Being. With almost one hundred 
panels written by Centre staff Nora Russell, Roger Herman, and 
summer student Norma Quaroni, designed by the Diefenbaker 
Centre’s Teresa Carlson, alongside artifacts co-curated by a 
team from both units, the exhibit showcased both the role of 
co-operatives in communities and the history of the Centre. 
Opened to much fanfare in May 2010 by the Lieutenant Gover-
nor of Saskatchewan, Gordon Barnhart, the exhibit was visited 
by numerous school groups throughout May and June. The full 
exhibit also travelled to Melfort and Moose Jaw, regional Sas-
katchewan cities.111 This museum experience led to three 
smaller, travelling exhibits, which pulled in information from 
communities in Manitoba and northern Ontario that were part 
of the “Linking, Learning, Leveraging” SSHRC-funded research. 
These travelling exhibits, available in both French and English, 
launched in concert with the United Nations 2012 Internation-
al Year of Co-operatives.112 The exhibit went through a third 
iteration in an online digital format, which was accessible 
across the world for several years on the Centre’s website but 
is unfortunately no longer available. 

Another major thrust of outreach and extension for the 
CSC has been in training, particularly training co-operative 
employees. As with other activities, this mandate has gone 
through ebb and flow. While the Co-operative College re-
mained in existence throughout much of the 1980s, the Centre 
worked with the college to create instructional material and 
deliver courses. Once the college folded into the Canadian Co-
operative Association (CCA), its training and education man-
date became less well defined. In the 1990s, Lou Hammond 
Ketilson worked on highly successful co-op director training 
with the new CCA, which was well received. Communications 

 

110 Centre for the Study of Co-operatives “Director’s Report,” 4 April 1986. Leo 

Kristjanson Fonds, University of Saskatchewan Archives. 
111 “Director’s Report,” Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, June 2010. 
112 “Director’s Report,” Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, April 2012. 
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officer Byron Henderson looked into the possibilities of creat-
ing online training modules, but this initiative fizzled when he 
moved on. With grant successes, training shifted focus to grad-
uate students — many of whom would go on to work for co-
operatives or co-op associations — and direct training of co-
operative employees diminished, simplified into shorter occa-
sional presentations or concentrated workshops during larger 
events. By 2014, the Canadian co-operative education land-
scape had changed dramatically, with numerous other institu-
tions creating courses, both in-person and online, to reach co-
op employees. In response, the Centre developed a certificate 
course in co-operatives and the social economy through its 
new relationship with the Johnson Shoyama Graduate School 
of Public Policy, while continuing less formal events such as 
public seminars and a lecture series. 

International Presence 

From its beginnings, the Centre for the Study of Co-
operatives made its presence known not just in Saskatchewan 
or across Canada, but actively connected with researchers and 
co-operative practitioners across the United States and around 
the world. The first director, Chris Axworthy, spent time estab-
lishing these relationships as a way to link the new centre with 
other co-operative researchers, and to purchase publications 
for the library. As centre faculty began to publish, the connec-
tion point flipped. It soon became clear that having four faculty 
in such a close multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary concen-
tration, along with dedicated research and administrative staff, 
meant that the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives, even at a 
remote western Canadian university, became a world-class 
hub for co-operative research interests. The Centre became a 
magnet and international meeting place for co-operative 
scholarship. 

 There is a consistent vein of tension throughout the 
Centre’s minutes, strategic papers, and files around addressing 
its core mandate. Since the majority of its financing came from 
within Saskatchewan, how much of its output should focus on 
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the issues facing Saskatchewan, or at the least, western Cana-
da? Was there a pan-Canadian or international mandate for 
research, and if so, shouldn’t that be reflected in its co-
operative funders? The first big stone to set ripples on this 
pond was the hiring of Brett Fairbairn. While Saskatchewan 
born and raised, a large portion of his research interests were 
set in Germany, around German social movements and connec-
tions to co-operatives. In fact, Fairbairn has been the only Cen-
tre scholar to publish in more than one language. But, what 
could Saskatchewan co-operatives learn from the German ex-
perience? Fairbairn simply split his research interests to pur-
sue some topics of direct interest to western Canadian co-
operatives, including researching and writing, to date, three 
sequential histories of the Co-operative Retailing System and 
Federated Co-operatives Limited, but his German work created 
the first major international link. It wouldn’t be the last. 

 A Visiting Research Fellow program began officially 
operating (dependent upon funding) in the early 1990s, with 
fellows coming to the CSC from around the world. Internation-
al researchers would make a point of dropping by the Centre 
while touring Canadian co-operatives. Visitors have come from 
every continent (except Antarctica) and from places as varied 
as Argentina, Australia, Belarus, Belgium, Brazil, Chile, China, 
Costa Rica, Cuba, Denmark, England, France, Germany, Greece, 
Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Malaysia, Mongolia, Mozambique, Nica-
ragua, Russia, Spain, Sweden, Ukraine, and Zaire. While in Sas-
katchewan, visitors often spend time with local co-operatives, 
touring enterprises in the area, and meeting delegates, boards, 
and members. Many have hunkered down in the Resource Cen-
tre, making copious notes and immersing their minds in co-op 
content. Centre staff and faculty enjoy international visitors, 
relishing the opportunity “to learn about other countries and 
how they operate.”113 Visiting fellows have developed profes-
sional working relationships with CSC scholars, some of which 
have led to collaborative curriculum and research program 
development, as well as study tours, overseas workshops, and 
international courses on co-operatives. 

 

113 Interview with Patty Scheidl, 16 January 2018. 
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 One of the Centre’s partners for major international 
work has been the Canadian Co-operative Association (CCA) 
through the Co-operative Development Foundation (CDF). Its 
mandate is to promote and support co-operative organizations 
as a solution to local issues around the world, from poverty to 
agricultural problems to gender disparity. Centre staff and fac-
ulty have been tapped to travel the world working with the 
CCA and CDF on specific projects. Bringing a background of 
academic research and knowledge into play on international 
projects contributes significantly to the creation of solid, effec-
tive working relationships. Credentials buy respect at interna-
tional universities and with governments. Some of those work-
ing relationships on the ground multiplied through the years. 
Dan Ish, an expert in co-operative law, has travelled extensive-
ly on CDF projects, working in Sri Lanka, Nepal, Sierra Leone, 
China, Indonesia, and Ukraine.114 Lou Hammond Ketilson’s 
work in Moshi, Tanzania, led to an international book shipment 
when Moshi Co-operative University accepted the duplicate 
books from the Centre’s research library when the rest of the 
materials moved to Special Collections in the main library. 
“They were thrilled to accept our books. That was a huge deal. 
We shipped sixty-eight boxes that had to be crated; we had 
them boxed, couriered to Lou’s acreage, and stored in her gar-
age. Then they were trucked to Montreal and put in crates to 
be shipped by sea. The books got there, and they were so hap-
py.”115 

 The CSC maintains a membership in Co-operatives and 
Mutuals Canada (CMC), the bilingual Canadian co-operative 
apex organization that succeeded the CCA. CMC is a member of 
the International Co-operative Alliance (ICA), an international 
nonprofit organization that pulls together co-operative leaders, 
practitioners, and researchers from around the globe. Reflect-
ing the importance of the Saskatchewan centre, Lou Hammond 
Ketilson was chair of the ICA Committee on Co-operative Re-
search from 2007 to 2013 and remains an active member. Cen-
tre faculty are often called upon to give keynote speeches at 

 

114 Interview with Dan Ish, 1 December 2017. 
115 Interview with Patty Scheidl, 16 January 2018. 
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international events, reflecting the high regard in which they 
are held. Travelling to international conferences or events, 
there is instant recognition of — and respect for — the so-
called “Saskatchewan mafia” from the Centre. 

 Having or promoting an international presence has al-
ways been somewhat of a misfit with the Saskatchewan-based 
funders: Is an international presence part of the mandate or 
expectations? How does that play back to the local co-
operative level? Is international “galivanting” how the funders 
want energy spent? Centre annual reports tended to empha-
size visitors to the CSC, while mentioning but de-emphasizing 
international work or travel. Yet even while occasionally ques-
tioning the international connections, local funders expressed 
pride in these accomplishments. Bill Turner, a long-time Cen-
tre board member representing Credit Union Central, spoke 
about the CSC’s international presence: “On the national and 
international partnerships, those would have to be viewed as 
enhancing co-op development in this country, and perhaps in 
the broader world.”116 It was about sharing that core of exper-
tise, helping people around the corner and around the world. 
Saskatchewan people tend to value personal relationships; if 
those relationships carried a bit of Saskatchewan around the 
globe, then in the end, Saskatchewan won. 

Reflection: System Dynamics 

The rapid growth of the Centre for the Study of Co-
operatives shows how the original strength of the foundation 
played out within the time and space of the university and the 
co-operative sector. It is tempting to assert that the CSC re-
mained the same throughout its history: after all, so many of 
the original and established components are visible today, 
from the five-year funding agreements to many of the core fac-
ulty members. But within those components, adaptation led to 
sometimes incremental, sometimes monumental changes. 
Thinking about the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 

 

116 Interview with Bill Turner, 15 January 2018. 
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through a resilience lens, the system dynamics contain fasci-
nating patterns of rapid growth, conservation, release, and re-
organization. Resilience theorists speak of these phases as the 
adaptive cycle. An ecological example might help. In a boreal 
forest ecosystem, forest composition flows through the adap-
tive cycle. A forest grows when plants become established and 
quickly develop into woodland. The forest might hold its ma-
ture structure for a long time, stabilizing the forest floor and 
supporting particular plants and animals. A disturbance event, 
such as a major windstorm or forest fire, causes a rapid release 
of resources and collapse. Following the collapse, the system 
renews itself as plants and animals recolonize it and the adap-
tive cycle repeats. 

 There are key growth variables within the Centre for 
the Study of Co-operatives that led to adaptive change. The 
first can be understood as the body of the Centre, its form and 
function: the five-year funding cycle based on renegotiated 
agreements. The second can be described as the movement of 
the Centre, its energy in building and disseminating a body of 
knowledge, and particularly the influence of grant funds on its 
expansion and contraction. Third, let’s consider the ways in 
which the Centre’s form and energy have touched the larger 
community, particularly relationships and renewal. Each of 
these deserves a closer look. 

A major indicator of the Centre’s health is the ease with 
which contracts are negotiated. Each contract cycle (five 
years), bookended by a period of negotiation, mirrors that of 
the adaptive cycle. Positive negotiations and signing the 
agreement represent the period of exploiting the resources of 
the university, government, and co-op sector to create space 
for the CSC to exist as an institution. The funding period — five 
years — is the phase of growth and conservation of resources, 
keeping the institutional aspects of the Centre steady and rec-
ognizable: administrative staff, location, mandate, and activi-
ties. The end of the funding cycle and the period of negotiation 
for a new funding cycle is a time of release and reorganization, 
often met with discussions, position papers, and the applica-
tion of professional persuasion. Successful signing of a new 
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contract, often with new partners, brings a new start to the 
adaptive cycle. 

 Although it took some time to hammer out the agree-
ment between the founding funders for the first contract, its 
necessity and support was never in doubt. All parties agreed to 
the fundamental need to create the Centre, and the first con-
tract was signed with great speed, considering the technical 
aspects of creating a completely new kind of contract that 
drew together such large players: the provincial government, 
multiple large co-operative enterprises, and a public universi-
ty. Subsequent contracts, however, showed that economic, po-
litical, and institutional change had a direct effect on the Cen-
tre’s very existence. Contract renegotiation in 1989 was messy 
and had a high probability of failure. In fact, the Centre actually 
operated without a formal agreement for more than a year, be-
tween the end of the contract in June 1989 and before the new 
contract was signed 26 October 1990. With the withdrawal of 
the provincial government and their 40 percent funding, the 
University of Saskatchewan backfilled the CSC with bridge 
funding. But the clock was ticking. With all of its faculty either 
still on the tenure track (but not yet tenured) or on political 
leave, the Centre was at a real risk of disappearing — and for 
those faculty members whose salaries were paid by the Centre 
and not yet through the university, their very jobs were in per-
il. Strength and determination came from the co-op sector rep-
resentatives, who stood their ground and used personal per-
suasion and pressure to bring the university on-board as an 
active funder of the second contract, while expanding their 
own cadre of supporters. Faculty salary lines began to migrate 
to home departments, easing the Centre’s financing and creat-
ing what became a financial separation between faculty and 
staff salaries, with staff paid via the Centre’s co-op sector sup-
port. 

 Negotiations leading to the third operating agreement 
signed in 1994 showed the university and the co-operative sec-
tor acting together to pressure the provincial government into 
coming back on board. What followed was a period of relative-
ly stable funding and contract negotiations. The same panel of 
co-op sector, government, and university funding held steady 
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for ten years, from 1994 through 2004, when the Saskatche-
wan Wheat Pool, the largest contributor, ceased to operate as a 
classic co-operative and dropped its external funding to a vari-
ety of organizations, including the Centre. While co-operative 
groups stepped up, the university also became more and more 
financially responsible through funding the tenured faculty 
lines. In 2014, the provincial government once again dropped 
out, but an international funding source — CHS Inc., a huge 
farm supply co-op based in Minnesota — joined the other co-
ops at the board table. CHS’s endorsement of and financial 
support for the CSC underlined its importance as an interna-
tional centre of co-operative excellence. 

 Each funding renewal negotiation revealed important 
dynamics among the university, the provincial government, 
and the co-op sector. In each case, the Centre for the Study of 
Co-operatives had to continually prove its success and ongoing 
relevance. Some negotiations proved easier; others, more diffi-
cult. While the Centre could contribute to successful negotia-
tions via strategy, positioning, or output, there were some fac-
tors over which it had little influence, such as the demutualiza-
tion of a major funder or a change in government politics. The 
threshold event, the point at which the CSC funding system 
changed, was when the University of Saskatchewan became 
responsible for 50 percent plus of the CSC’s financing via facul-
ty salaries and other in-kind supports (office and classroom 
space, office supplies, and so forth). Both on paper and in prac-
tice, at the board’s direction, the Centre moved to align itself 
clearly with university priorities. It is probable, and was sug-
gested by at least one interviewee, that the decision to direct 
so much energy to serving university goals meant that “the CSC 
remained successful but in an academic sphere, not the co-op 
world.”117 

 One of the major limiting factors for the Centre was the 
board decision to emphasize provincially based co-operatives 
as funders, with the exception of Federated Co-operatives Lim-
ited, which covers western Canada but has its head office in 
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Saskatoon. The first nonprovincial (and international) funder 
was CHS Inc., which, as mentioned, came on board in the 2014 
contract. In limiting funding to provincial co-operatives, or co-
ops with dominant Saskatchewan roots, the Centre found both 
strength and weakness. The connection to those core co-
operatives, many of which were also co-investigators on re-
search projects or even the subject of CSC research, was im-
portant and helped to maintain the close personal ties that 
gave the CSC its original boost. But it became a weakness as 
funders left and financing became more constricted, shifting 
inexorably to the university and limiting the reach to other 
large-scale co-operatives. It’s too early to say whether the CHS 
Inc. move may lead to more nonprovincial co-ops coming on 
stream. As was the case with early funding negotiations, there 
are limits to what the Centre, via the director, can do to pro-
mote new funding relationships. To bring new funders on 
board, existing funders (including the university) must actively 
court, negotiate, and create those relationships. 

 The larger question is, has the overall funding land-
scape changed? Some would argue, yes. “We’ve been successful 
over the years that our dollars are not tied to deliverables. I 
don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to argue that,” noted 
Lou Hammond Ketilson, who took the reigns for more than ten 
years as the Centre’s director. She went on, “The willingness 
and commitment to that isn’t there. Ted Turner and Vern Le-
land, for example — there was a generation who were so de-
termined to support research and teaching about co-ops that 
they were willing to let us do our thing. That kind of leadership 
is no longer there.” It’s changed, she said, with funding tied to 
deliverables, boxes to be checked, fees paid for services ren-
dered. Investment in academic knowledge for its own sake, or 
even for the broader co-operative public good, might be at 
risk.118 Success in one area of the original mandate — to allow 
academic autonomy to build co-op research and gain a viable 
reputation for research excellence — may prove to be a detri-
ment, even though the overall goal of building a cadre of re-
searchers and a body of bona fides co-op studies knowledge 
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has been met, and met spectacularly. The co-operative com-
munity overall has more than benefitted from the Centre’s ac-
tivities — but those benefits are not always direct. 

 Another identifiable cycle that regularly drove change 
within the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives was the con-
tinual rise and fall of external research grants. Right from the 
start, the Centre applied for and won these types of grants, 
which were used to expand staff on a short-term, contract lev-
el. Those grant hires (sometimes as short as a few months, 
others over a few years), in turn, generated by far the majority 
of the Centre’s research output. Directed by faculty and devel-
oped with extensive input and guidance, such grants are com-
mon within academia as the primary means for faculty, de-
partments, schools, and universities to conduct research and 
fund growth and change. A smaller grant might support one to 
two graduate students or contract researchers (at set Universi-
ty of Saskatchewan salary guidelines), along with funds to con-
duct research, including travel and sundry expenses. Outputs 
in such cases might include a graduate thesis, one or two aca-
demic papers, a few conference presentations, and perhaps 
some outreach and engagement for research or informational 
purposes. The CSC has won numerous small grants, the majori-
ty of which are administratively handled as part of the every-
day work of CSC staff. 

 Larger awards, such as Brett Fairbairn’s $589,000 So-
cial Cohesion grant (2002), Lou Hammond Ketilson’s $1.75 
million Linking, Learning, Leveraging project (2005), both 
funded by SSHRC, or Murray Fulton’s $1 million FCL-funded 
Co-operative Innovation Project grant (2014), were major 
events in the Centre’s history. Each led to short-term expan-
sion in staff, students, and/or publishing output. Long-time 
office manager Patty Scheidl described the difference between 
regular operations and large-project activity: “It’s a good thing, 
the CSC feels going, thriving, pumping out stuff. There is ener-
gy, and it’s busy.”119  

 

119 Interview with Patty Scheidl, 16 January 2018. 
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Through a resilience lens, each of these grants can be 
viewed as drivers that changed the functioning of the CSC as a 
system for a period of time. While core staff, paid by co-op sec-
tor funds, remained stable, they would be called on to help, 
support, and in some cases, train incoming grant staff and stu-
dents. Since the early 2000s, the larger Canadian academic 
community, pushed to win external agency funding, has recog-
nized the administrative drain of these large projects, both in 
creating the extensive applications and, when won, managing 
the administrative tasks associated with running large grants. 
Hammond Ketilson’s Linking, Learning, Leveraging (aka the 
Social Economy project), for example, was a community-
university partnership that brought together groups from four 
provinces (twenty-five academics in ten disciplines from thir-
teen universities), multiple research nodes, and upwards of 
sixty community-level partners in Canada, the US, Colombia, 
and Belgium. From telephone conferences to physical meet-
ings, the logistics of bringing together far-flung partners to 
work together placed a heavy burden on CSC administrative 
staff and participating faculty. But the CSC benefited from in-
creased graduate student work, more students learning about 
co-operatives and the social economy, a larger national profile 
with research connections, and a solidified presence within the 
University of Saskatchewan as a centre of excellence. 

The Co-operative Innovation Project (CIP) 2014–2016 had 
different logistical issues than the Centre’s SSHRC-funded 
work. Whereas the Social Economy project focused on pulling 
together multiple partners, the CIP was housed in one place 
(the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives) but was an ambi-
tious, multifaceted undertaking that generated an immediate 
staff increase at the Centre. A research manager, a research 
officer, a data officer, community engagement specialists, and 
multiple student researchers ran the project under the guid-
ance of both faculty oversight and a board, separate from the 
regular CSC board. The research itself involved both telephone 
and web-based surveys, twenty-six on-site community visits 
across four provinces, interviews, data analysis, and volumi-
nous writing and meetings. The logistics of creating communi-
ty connections, planning and organizing meeting spaces and 
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food, getting researchers to remote northern or rural commu-
nities, conducting the research, and collating the massive 
amounts of data generation took the greater part of two years. 
Project leaders and students needed office space within the 
CSC’s allocation in the Diefenbaker Building, stretching limits 
to desks, chairs, and computers. CSC staff supported the pro-
ject through handling logistics, managing financial reporting, 
editing, providing much-needed project backbone, and facili-
tating its connection to the larger University of Saskatchewan 
system. The project produced an unanticipated outcome. Its 
recommendations led to the creation of a new nonprofit entity 
in western Canada, Co-operatives First, dedicated to support-
ing an increased use of the co-operative economic and social 
model within rural and Indigenous communities across west-
ern Canada. 

Each of these grants was a threshold event that led to 
change within the Centre, both during the granting period 
through increased activity, and afterwards, through communi-
cations, increased exposure, connections, and publications. The 
staff complement shrank once grant monies were fully ex-
pended. Yet grants have a way of bringing in more money; suc-
cess begets success. Lessons learned in handling one large 
grant are held in the institutional memory of both staff and 
faculty and brought forward into the next grant. Staff brought 
on board for a large project become a pool of experts available 
for contract or permanent staff. Publications build a larger dig-
ital library of resources available to advance other research 
projects and point to new directions for future work. None of 
these external grants would have been as successful if the Cen-
tre did not have the ability to support core staff. In fact, it was 
the continuity of core staff that allowed the Centre to bid for, 
and win, large external grants; the short-term staff hires ena-
bled by these large grants simply did not allow for institutional 
learning, memory, and continued growth. 

The opposite should also be considered: If the CSC ceases 
to win outside research funding to generate new knowledge, 
what will be the result? It has maintained a role in outreach, 
extension, and training for the larger co-operative sector, 
which would continue for a period of time. But without new 
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research questions driving new insights, training and educa-
tion components will suffer. The relocation of the library away 
from the Centre is also a factor; the move transferred 
knowledge from physical sources to only those materials that 
have been digitized for on-line access, which are a precious 
few. Special Collections in the university’s main library, which 
now houses the Centre’s former holdings, does not allow cli-
ents to borrow items; they must use them in situ, which many 
regard as a major inconvenience in the digital age. Teaching 
priorities have firmly shifted to graduate studies, which means 
fewer students overall but better training, which probably 
ends in a net win for co-operatives. But without research pro-
jects and new questions, what will happen to collegial interdis-
ciplinarity? Faculty across the board reported that working 
together on projects, deliberately taking the time to view re-
search problems and questions with a broad set of tools, has 
been foundational to the Centre’s energy and output. While 
grant funding may look on the outside like a nice-to-have, it 
has consistently proven to be much more — a major energy 
driver, cross-cutting CSC activity and stitching together 
strength. 

 As noted so clearly in chapter one, the Centre was built 
on the cornerstone of the strong relationships among the orig-
inal task force and board members. What is the relationship 
between board members and board connection, and the over-
all health of the CSC? This is a theme I will return to later as I 
think about the role of governance. Another area of strength 
for the CSC was the long-term stability of and ongoing relation-
ship with its core faculty, particularly Murray Fulton, Lou 
Hammond Ketilson, and Brett Fairbairn, and later, Michael Ger-
tler. Others such as Dan Ish and Isobel Findlay have retained 
close ties. Although Hammond Ketilson retired from the uni-
versity in 2014, she remains an active researcher, with multi-
ple projects with Isobel Findlay, also retired. However, the co-
hesive connection of that early cohort has been a liability for 
faculty renewal throughout the CSC’s existence. When these 
faculty members were involved with other initiatives or took 
administrative roles across campus, their positions could not 
be replaced due to the individualized and departmental salary 
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structure. Board minutes, originally excited as the University of 
Saskatchewan took over the faculty salary lines in the 1990s 
and into the 2000s, soon showed concern. Moving CSC faculty 
salaries to the university has proven to be a threshold event 
that created a new kind of system. How would the Centre re-
place or renew faculty members, should any choose to leave? 
What leverage would they have with larger university hiring 
processes or position openings? Conversely, each time the CSC 
went through the process of the five-year funding renewal con-
tract, it wasn’t just the co-operatives that had to be wooed. The 
university also required attention to ensure its support, par-
ticularly for funding in-kind office and teaching space, as well 
as tenure lines. The Centre did not have enough funds to hire, 
on its own, new full-time faculty, and departments and colleges 
across campus could or would not necessarily bring in and 
share new co-operative researchers, just to have their depart-
ment time cut due to commitments to the CSC. Bridging hires, 
where the CSC would partly fund new faculty but ask a de-
partment to take over the salary line over time (or similar ar-
rangements such as term appointments or postdoctoral fel-
lows), could offer some fresh perspectives and new research 
and teaching energy for the CSC, but these were either short-
lived or otherwise less successful than the original hiring mod-
el. 

 The next major hurdle for the CSC faculty is a factor of 
time: many are past or getting near retirement. Although Mi-
chael Gertler’s active role with the Centre began in 1996, his 
tenure at the university is almost as long as the original three. 
All four of those core faculty are either close to or actively 
changing the nature of their teaching, research, and engage-
ment relationship with the CSC. In fall 2018, Brett Fairbairn 
began an appointment as president of Thompson Rivers Uni-
versity in Kamloops, BC. As with any department, the depar-
ture of a faculty member leaves both a gap in institutional 
memory and sometimes a hole in the curriculum. Will an in-
coming faculty member be able to pick up those classes exactly 
as taught, or will there need to be curriculum renewal as well? 
These are legitimate questions of concern as Centre faculty 
look to retirement. Will the University of Saskatchewan com-



Enquiring, Critical, and Creative Spirit 
 

 

-111- 

mit to hiring co-operative–focused faculty researchers across 
campus to replace those who have or are nearing retirement or 
leaving the university? Using the original parameters, these 
new faculty might be in education, law, history, business, 
health, sociology, economics, or other unthought-of disciplines, 
or might be interdisciplinary scholars whose work fits well in-
to a nontraditional school, such as the School of Environment 
and Sustainability or the School of Public Policy. If yes, the CSC 
might continue in its current, recognizable form. The 2018 hir-
ing of Marc-André Pigeon as a Strategic Research Fellow in Co-
operatives through the School of Public Policy showcases the 
possible success of this direction. 

A related aspect of faculty renewal is the relationship to 
the larger co-operative community as both funders and sub-
jects of research. What if there are large, ongoing research pro-
jects or community relationships built on years of trust and 
history? How will those continue if key people leave? The op-
posite is also true: What if there is a dissonance between the 
kinds of research expected by the funders and the research 
interests of existing or incoming faculty members? What influ-
ence should funders have on choosing faculty? The landscape 
of the co-operative community is also by no means stagnant. 
The demise of the Wheat Pool and other large co-operatives 
throughout the Centre’s history, the continued amalgamation 
of large credit unions and regional retail co-ops, and changes 
within the co-op research and teaching community all have an 
impact on the Centre’s resilience. Its origins clearly show the 
importance of personal relationships and trust. What will be 
the impact as those relationships change? 

 The separation between staff and faculty, even in a 
small institution such as the CSC, showcases two separate cogs 
in an engine: They work together to make it run, but they are 
different pieces. There have been changes over time to the core 
staff complement, but overall there have been five key roles: 
office manager, administrative support, communications lead, 
librarian, and education/research/ outreach combined as a 
fifth position. These positions are key variables that show 
great continuity and resilience within the CSC. As funding 
waxed and waned, these roles would double up or constrict, or 
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stretch out to accommodate incoming large grants or different 
funding allocations, but they have been, in general, easily iden-
tifiable. With the removal of the Resource Centre, the librari-
an’s position was cut — the first major staff change. Staff posi-
tions are far more vulnerable to changes in the five-year fund-
ing agreements than faculty positions. In essence, the question 
becomes: Would the Centre as an entity built for teaching, re-
search, and knowledge sharing remain the same if it lost staff? 
What would be the impact on its ability to address its core 
mandate if there were no dedicated staff component to bridge, 
complement, and extend faculty resources? As the Centre 
nears its next funding cycle in 2019, coupled with staff retire-
ments, there is an opportunity to reassess staff positions and 
potentially make changes to capture the energy needed to 
drive the CSC forward in its new configuration, whatever that 
may be. 

The Centre’s system dynamics show a state of continual 
flux, expansion and contraction in response to a rise or fall in 
funding resources, especially core and research funding. In ex-
amining some of its central dynamics, including an assessment 
of the importance of academic autonomy, teaching priorities, 
interdisciplinarity, and presence (from the local to the interna-
tional), we see how these dynamics flow through the work of 
the Centre to drive its energy and output. The critical roles of 
communications and library resources, as well as outreach and 
extension activities, are the lines through which its energy (re-
search knowledge and expertise) flows out from and back to 
the Centre’s core. Changing any one of these areas has a direct 
impact on the direction, pace, and inclusivity/accessibility of 
its work.  
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The Centre for the Study of Co-operatives has remained 
remarkably resilient throughout its lifespan. Interestingly, the 
structure of faculty and staff, combined with a solid connection 
to its physical space in the Diefenbaker Building, have allowed 
the Centre to withstand a multitude of changes, both internal 
and external. The longevity and continued presence of the Cen-
tre have had an impact on the larger spheres within which it 
operates: the co-operative sector, the provincial government, 
and the University of Saskatchewan. The next chapter will ex-
plore these spheres in depth. 

Interlude Two: Timelines 

The life cycle of the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
can be viewed in multiple ways. The two most popular would 
be to consider either each of the successive five-year contracts, 
or the leadership style and activities of each of the directors.  

While both provide insight, resilience theory offers a few 
other lenses. The origins of the Centre constitute the original 
“disturbance” to the larger co-operative, university, and gov-
ernment system of research and education about co-
operatives. What followed was an organizational and estab-
lishment phase that covered the first two agreements and the 
beginning of the third. It took those iterations and that time to 
find a model that was sustainable, both for the Centre as an 
entity drawing from across the university, and for Centre 
scholars to become well established in their fields. 

That period of establishment was followed by one of rapid 
growth and development, leading to a clear sense of maturity. 
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Figure 5: Timeline, 1988–1994 

 

  

1990

• New contract signed to 1994; The Co-operators, Co-op Trust, 
and CUMIS join

• Dan Ish becomes director

• Mary Lou (McLean) Dice (office manager) and June Bold 
(communications officer) arrive

1991

• Interdisciplinarity: Co-operatives and Community Development 
book published

• Extension activities expand

1992

• Visiting Research Fellowships begin: George Melnyk and 
Patrick Develtere

• Byron Henderson replaces June Bold as communications 
officer

1993

• Co-operative Development in Canada federal research 
contract; Peter Krebs research assistant

• Newsletter: CSC Developments; continual library expansion

1994

• Signing of new five-year contract; provincial government 
returns as a funder

• Oral history project; Martin Chicilo leads
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Figure 6: Timeline, 1994–1999  

 

From 2002 to 2014, the Centre was able to capitalize on 
its core capacity to win and shepherd small, medium, and large 
research projects, expand and contract easily through those 
projects, develop major relationships, and bring in scholars 
and visitors, while successfully producing and mobilizing per-
tinent knowledge via many channels. Its stability showed every 
time it faced a potential setback or change, including funding 
changes or strategic planning initiatives. 

 

1995

• Murray Fulton becomes director; Emma Lake strategic directions 
retreat

• Lou Hammond Ketilson joins ICA Research Committee

• Andrea Harris and Brenda Stefanson join as researchers; 
Marianne Taillon takes over from Mary Lou Dice as office 
manager

1996

• Diana Kichuk replaces librarian Leslie Polsom (on leave)

• Michael Gertler joins the Centre

• Growth, expansion of Internet presence and publishing

1997

• Impact study on co-operatives in Saskatchewan

• Extension of work on New Generation Co-operatives

• Nora Russell replaces Byron Henderson in communications; 
Karen Neufeldt joins the staff as secretary; Rochelle Smith 
becomes the first Interdisciplinary PhD student

1998

• Course teaching expands: fourteen classes are on offer across 
the university 

• Rachel Sarjeant-Jenkins becomes librarian; Roger Herman joins 
as educational program development officer

1999

• Planning session leading to contract renewal for 1999–2004

• Seminar series launched

• Exploration of public online co-operative education 
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Figure 7: Timeline, 2000–2004 

 

2000

• Brett Fairbairn becomes director; Cristine de Clercy arrives as 
faculty bridge hire

• Jo Anne Ellis takes Marianne Taillon's maternity leave; Carol 
Shepstone takes over the library from Rachel Sarjeant-Jenkins

• Research with CCA on Indigenous co-operative development

2001

• Development of Centre Scholars program

• New Generation Co-operatives pilot co-op development 
program

• Patty Scheidl replaces Marianne Taillon as office manager

2002

• SSHRC grant — Co-operative Membership and Globalization: 
Creating Social Cohesion through Market Relations; Cindy 
Hanson joins as research officer

• Saskatchewan Wheat Pool library dispersed to CSC and 
USask library and archives

• Brett Fairbairn's booklet Linkage, Transparency, and 
Cognition published

2003

• Strategic retreat at Wanuskewin to position the CSC for 
USask Integrated Planning

• Continuation of SSHRC Social Cohesion project

• Extended work on agricultural co-operatives, including co-op 
failure

2004

• Contract renewal; withdrawal of Sask Wheat Pool and CUMIS

• Brett steps down as director; Lou Hammond Ketilson 
becomes acting director

• Record number of graduate students in interdisciplinary co-
op concentration
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Figure 8: Timeline, 2005–2009 

2005

• SSHRC grant — Linking, Learning, and Leveraging: Social 
Enterprises, Knowledgeable Economies, and Sustainable 
Communities (largest SSHRC grant to that date in USask 
history); working name is Social Economy project

• Lou Hammond Ketilson appointed director; Lorraine Salt joins 
as librarian

• Major research and teaching projects in China and Mongolia

2006

• Resource Centre library largest Anglophone co-operative 
collection in Canada

• Accelerated work on SSHRC Social Economy grant with 
students, researchers, and partners

• Cristine de Clercy leaves the Centre

2007

• Centre hosts joint ICA, CASC, and ACE conference in 
conjunction with Congress; Lou Hammond Ketilson elected 
chair of ICA Research Committee

• School of Public Policy approved and launched by University of 
Saskatchewan

• Heather Acton replaces Lorraine Salt as librarian

2008

• Brett Fairbairn becomes provost of University of Saskatchewan

• Social Economy grant has more than forty projects across 
Canada, with CSC co-ordination

• Catherine Leviten-Reid joins CSC as a postdoctoral fellow

2009

• 25th anniversary of CSC; Duy Huong joins as IT specialist for 
Centre

• Work with Community University Research Alliance grant on 
impact of co-ops and credit unions on communities

• Funding renewal to 2014
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Figure 9: Timeline, 2010–2014 

  

The Centre changed significantly between 2013 and 2014, 
ushering in its first major period of extensive release and reor-
ganization. In some ways, these fundamental changes were less 
visible due to large grant projects in progress, and it may be 
too soon to tell how or if these changes will redirect the Centre 
going forward. 

2010

• Research results: strong communities are engaged, 
sustainable, inclusive, and enterprising

• Final writing and publications on Social Economy project

• Exhibit based on Social Economy research launched at 
Diefenbaker Centre 

2011

• Michael Gertler acting director for one-year term; Audra 
Krueger takes over from Roger Herman

• Co-op exhibit goes on tour; Maria Basualdo co-ordinates

• Centre receives positive internal university review

2012

• International Year of Co-operatives; CSC leads Co-operating 
to Build a Better West Conference

• International research development work on co-operatives 
in Tanzania and Uganda

• Work with Saskatchewan History Online to digitize co-
operative history

2013

• Formal affiliation under the School of Public Policy; new 
Centre Fellow Dionne Pohler joins

• Relocation of CSC research library holdings to USask Special 
Collections

• CHS Inc. provides funding to create new Graduate 
Certificate in Social Economy and Co-operatives

2014

• New funding agreement: provincial gov't pulls out; 
international funder, CHS Inc., joins

• Murray Fulton becomes director of CSC 

• Launch of Co-operative Innovation Project (CIP) funded by 
FCL; CIP project expands staff: Nicole McLaren, Wu Haotao 
arrive

• Changes in advisory board structure and function
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Figure 10: Timeline, 2015–2018 

 

As of 2018, the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives is in 
a period of contract negotiations and renewal. As of the writing 
of this history, a new contract is not yet in place. 

2015

• CIP project underway; temporary staff expansion including Darcy 
Overland, Merle Massie, and Kyle White, among others 

• Demutualization study for Co-operatives and Mutuals Canada

• Murray Fulton appointed Co-operative Retailing System Chair in 
Co-operative Governance; two new Centre Fellows, Isobel 
Findlay and Eric Micheels, arrive

2016

• New strategic plan implemented; Brett Fairbairn interim director

• Launch of annual Top Co-op Issues; CIP project final report 
published; launch of Co-operatives First by FCL; Darcy Overland 
takes over from Audra Krueger

• Co-operative Case Study Competition launched; Co-op Film 
Project finished

• Dionne Pohler leaves the Centre but becomes Centre Fellow

2017

• Co-operative Governance School for emerging researchers

• Staff changes: Karen Neufeldt retires; Yawen Luo, research co-
ordinator, and Paul Thompson, research officer, join; new Centre 
Fellows Abdullah Mamun and Kostas Karantininis 

• Credit Union Central withdraws as a funder of CSC

2018

• Brett Fairbairn takes a position as president of Thompson Rivers 
University

• Marc-André Pigeon joins CSC as a Centre Fellow; to become new 
director in January 2019

• Retirement of Patti Scheidl and Nora Russell; administration 
moves to School of Public Policy


