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The Klondike gold rush of 1897 pro- 
vided not only economic opportu- 
nity for male miners but also for 
enterprising women who recognized 
that Dawson City's labour shortage 
combined with the demands of 
40,000 newly arrived people in the 
district meant an unusud opening 
for women into the world of business 
and economic independence. Belinda 
Mulroney, for instance, started offby 
running a lunch counter and eventu- - 
ally became part owner of a mining 
company and one of the wealthiest 
people in the region. Yukon First 
Nations women also saw the oppor- 
tunities presented by the gold rush 
and many hired themselves out to 
miners as packers (Moore). 

Those were exceptional economic 
times, however, in an unusual place. 
Where does female entrepreneurship 
fit into Canada and its attendant eco- 
nomic environment today? In par- 
ticular, how do Aboriginal women 
fare in entrepreneurship, especially at 
the micro level? What economic and 
social effects does the work performed 
by these women have on themselves 
and on their communities? 

Initial research into the area of 
female micro-entrepreneurship, par- 

ticularly amongst Native women, re- 
vealed a surprising paucity of docu- 
mentation at conventional research 
centres such as the university library. 
The search for information in this 
area thus led to alternative sources 
such as the Canadian Women's Foun- 
dation which has helped fund several 
micro-entrepreneurship projects for 
Native women, and Calmeadow, in 
particular its First Peoples' Fund. 
Several profiles of projects funded by 
these organizations illustrate that 
micro-enterprise can positively influ- 
ence the women involved as well as 
their families and communities. 

Economic situation of Aboriginal 
women in Canada 

Prior to looking at Native women 
and micro-entrepreneurship, it is 
important to place this investigation 
in the context of the general eco- 
nomic situation experienced by most 
women in First Nations communi- 
ties. Although Canada's general fe- 
male population experiences signifi- 
cant unemployment rates, Aborigi- 
nal women suffer even higher rates. 
In W~nnipeg, for instance, the unem- 
ployment rate for Native women is 
approximately four times that of the 
general urban female population. In 
Ontario, Aboriginal women have 
lower levels of full-time work than 
any other group. In Saskatchewan, 
one study estimated that 75 per cent 
of Status Indians live on welfare. 

Not only do Native women expe- 
rience considerable economic hard- 
ship as a result of under- and unem- 
ployment, they are often left to take 
sole responsibility for their families. 
Indeed, 17 per cent of all Native 
families are headed by single mothers 
in comparison to nine per cent of 
non-Native families. Added to these 
difficult economic realities are the 
double effects of racial and gender 
bias in the workplace ( O M ~ O W D ) .  

Racial and gender biases arise in 
blatant but also quite subtle, more 
systemic ways. For instance, due to 
different cultural norms, Native 
women may have their own methods 
of communication. In some First 
Nations communities, aggressive be- 
haviour is frowned upon, but in many 
companies outside the community it 
is seen as a prerequisite to career 
advancement (OMOWD). AS well, 
stereotypes persist. For instance, po- 
tential employers often believe that 
all Aboriginal women have low levels 
of formal education, are unreliable, 
and are therefore best left in positions 
of little responsibility. Additionally, 
a lack of adequate child care ficilities 
prevents many women from entering 
the work force (EC). 

Current economic realities (and 
projections into the foreseeable fu- 
ture) necessitate the creation ofmeth- 
ods by which Native women may 
become more active participants in 
the labour force. If this could be 
achieved, the potential for consider- 
able economic benefits for women 
and their dependents as well as the 
community itself is promising. 
Moreover, with increased economic 
independence often comes greater 
self-determination. Micro-enterprise 
seems to hold many possibilities for 
Native women in terms of income 
generation, cooperative community 
planning and, ultimately, the break- 
ing of the poverty cyde and the at- 
tainment of economic independence. 

Female micro-entrepreneurship 
in Native communitica 

At this stage in its relatively brief 
history, micro-enterprise programs 
appear remarkably successful in sev- 
eral developing countries. Such pro- 
grams create the ~otential for attain- 
ing at least subsistence standards of 
living in nations where the informal 
sector flourishes and basic survival is 
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the sole responsibility of the indi- 
vidual. Micro-enterprise support pro- 
vides poor people, especially women, 
with the opportunity to exercise a 
greater degree of control over their 
lives through cooperative participa- 
tion in the management of not only 
their own businesses but also a com- 
munity or borrowers' fund. 

The question of whether micro- 
enterprise is viable in countries of the 
North, especially in relatively disad- 

vantaged com- 
munities, may be 
addressed by  ex- 
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The Canadian 
Women's Foundation (CWF) supports 
programs which encourage self-reli- 
ance and the economic independ- 
ence ofwomen. In the past two years 
several Aboriginal micro-enterprise 
groups have been assisted with startup 
grants. In 1992, the North End 
Women's Centre in Winnipeg re- 
ceived $10,000 to develop a business 
plan which would investigate local 
and international marketing oppor- 
tunities for their hand-crafted prod- 
ucts. In the words of the Centre's 
director Chriss Tetlock, "this is a way 
to create jobs for women who are 
living in poverty" (Teichroeb). Quilts 
take a day to complete and sell for 
about $125. The artisan earns $100. 
Income earned from the sale of vari- 
ous items helps support both the 
craftsperson and the Centre itself 
which offers many services to the 
community such as literacy, 
parenting, and counselling programs 
(Tetlodc). 

Another project which has received 
support from the foundation is the 
Standing Buffalo Dakota Band #78 
of Fort Qu'Appelle, Saskatchewan. 
This is the most recent Native group 
to receive funds for micro-entrepre- 
neurship. The band plans to use the 
small grant to set up a sewing circle. 
The sewing of star blankets and rugs 
has always been an important cul- 

tural tradition in the Dakota com- 
munity; but it has not previously 
been viewed as an economic oppor- 
tunity. In addition to an expressed 
need for viable business development 
on the reserve, the plan emphasizes 
other, ~erhaps equally important off- 
shoots of the sewing circle. The other 
benefits include: an opportunity for 
the Elders to pass on cultural teach- 
ings and skills to young people; the 
ability to feel a sense of pride in 
Native heritage which might help to 
alleviate the boredom of the commu- 
nity's youth and its accompanying 
alcohol and drug abuse; and a posi- 
tive example ofhow creativity, sound 
business skills, and teamworkcan reap 
many rewards (Goodwill). 

Certainly one of the most striking 
aspects of these particular examples 
and, indeed, many Native micro-en- 
terprise projects is that the potential 
is seen in not only economic gains but 
also in terms ofpersonal achievement 
and community pride. As participants 
at the 1984 Search Conference on 
Native Economic Development and 
Employment Strategies stressed: "eco- 
nomic development isn't just about 
finances; it is about 'people develop- 
ment'" (3). To be successful, Native 
economicdevelopment projects must 
work to empower both individuals 
and communities. 

Calmeadow 

Calmeadow former field officer, Gord 
Cunningham, adds "is certainly one 
that needs help as much or more than 
anyone else" (Story). Four years later, 
Calmeadow's First Peoples' Fund 
(FPF) was launched as a national mi- 
cro-enterprise lending initiative for 
Native communities. With 20 com- 
munity-based loan funds across the 
country, ~ P F  focuses on women in 
business. A good example of a micro- 
credit venture's effect on a commu- 
nity is the Wehn-Pah-Nud Loan Fund 
ofBirch Island or the Whitefish River 
First Nation on Manitoulin Island. 

The Birch Island community con- 
sists of 400 people or 75 households 
with only three men employed off the 
island. Opportunities on the reserve 
are limited and as a result, people 
must either leave the community or 
become self-employed. Conse- 
quently, most of Birch Island's in- 
habitants engage in some form of 
micro-enterprise. Although prior to 
FPF there were several businesses, they 
could not grow without money to 
reinvest. With families to support, 
for instance, many business owners 
could not save enough money. Moreo- 
ver, financial services for Native busi- 
ness, such as the Aboriginal Capital 
Corporation, do not lend to people 
without collateral and equity 
(Harold). As is typically the case, 
houses on reserves do not qualify as 
collateral; the Indian Act stipulates 

Started in 1983, Calmeadow, like 
the CWF, supports economic self-reli- 
ance for disadvantaged people in 
Canada and in developing countries. 
In 1987, the organization set up the 
Native Self-Employment Loan Pro- 
gram and issued North America's first 
group guaranteed loans. As founder 
Martin Connell explains: 

We felt that what was happening 
in the Third World was very 
interesting and that poverty and 
marginalizationwere not strictly 
Third World issues, although 
they are not strictly Native issues 
either. (Story) 

The Native community, as 

ment isn 't just about 
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that property on reserves cannot be 
claimed in the case of loan default. 

The idea of the FPF loan initiative 
was introduced to the community by 
one of its own members, Patty Light- 
ning, who learned about itwhile away 
at university. The Band Council voted 
to accept the Calmeadow Loan Fund 
Participation agreement and the 
Wehn-Pah-Nud management board 
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was formed. Originally, the first bor- 
rowers circle consisted of a group of 
women called Niganjig. Today there 
are 25 borrowers in five peer-lending 
groups. Twenty of them are women. 

Almost half of the current bor- 
rowers started new businesses with 
the Wehn-Pah-Nud loans. Most of 
these enterprises either make or sell 
crafts. Other micro-businesses in- 
clude video rentals, food prepara- 
tion, retail sales, carpentry, business 

services, and a taxi 
service. In four 
years of operation, 
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payment of loans ranging from $500 
to $3,000. Although not all the bor- 
rowers have made a profit from their 
loans, no one has lost money. Sixty 
per cent of the borrowers (eleven of 
12 were interviewed) said that they 
had "moren or "a lot more custom- 
ers, sales and profitsn (Harold 2-4). 
Often the loans were cited as the 
catalyst behind an increase in com- 
mitment to the business. It is evi- 
dent that the people of Birch Island 
have reaped economic benefits from 
participation in the loan fund. How- 
ever, micro-enterprise, as in the 
Standing Buffalo and North End 
Women's Centre projects, has had 
additional effects on Birch Island. 

The most salient impacts on the 
community include: changes in em- 
ployment; changes in community 
relationships and pride; changes in 
availability and consumption of lo- 
cal goods and services; and positive 
effects on young people (Harold). 
By employing people locally, the 
community stays together. Supply- 
ing products and services in the com- 
munity itself allows money to be re- 
cycled. Most of Birch Island's in- 
habitants agree that the fund 
strengthened community bonds. As 
one person states: 

This is a community-owned 

fund-not a government pro- 
gram. We don't have to go and 
beg at the bank anymore and feel 
ashamed when we get turned 
down. We have local control 
and this is very important. (5) 

Greater independence and self-de- 
termination are characteristics men- 
tioned by participants in micro-en- 
terprise programs. Increased self-es- 
teem is likewise often cited by Native 
participants as a key result of micro- 
enterprise projects. Moreover, in some 
cases, borrowers observe a ripple ef- 
fect not only amongst other adults 
but also amongst the young people. 
One mother notes "My daughter is 
very proud of what her Dad does 
now. He's a stone mason and she 
wants to be a stone mason toon 
(Harold G). Such situations provide 
hope for the future by creating the 
opportunity to set positive examples 
for youth who may then see the value 
of remaining in the community. 

That the fund has future potential 
is also illustrated by the management 
board's desire to listen to the needs of 
the community, of which they are a 
part, and to direct its development in 
a way which reflects these desires. 
Birch Island residents have recom- 
mended that the loan fund be pro- 
moted more widely and that it be 
more intentionally directed towards 
those on social assistance. Addition- 
ally, as suggested by the members, the 
loan administrator has organized a 
weekend mini-mall in the commu- 
nity center for the sale of products 
made by borrowers (Harold). 

Common ground 

Are there any links between the 
micro-enterprise experiences of dis- 
advantaged communities ofthe North 
and the South? The bringing together 
of people from one of the poorest 
countries on earth with people of one 
of the richest is bound to be an in- 
triguing experience, not only for the 
obvious contrasts but also in the con- 
text of a South to North transfer of a 
development model. In the summer 
of 1990, threeGrameen bankers from 

Bangladesh visited the Ojibwa and 
Odawa communities of Wikwe- 
mikong and Birch Island to see how 
their model of micro-credit support 
to micro-enterprise had been imple- 
mented. 

The Grameen Bank of Bangladesh 
has supplied working capital to the 
very poor since 1976 as a means of 
self-employment and poverty allevia- 
tion. An independent bank since 
1983, it now lends more than $70 
million annually to more than 
700,000 borrowers. Most of these 
borrowers are landless women with 
an overall default rate of less than two 
per cent. 

The visitors from the Grameen 
Bank toured many small businesses 
on the reserves and were surprised by 
much ofwhat theywitnessed. Unlike 
the Bangladeshi model, the borrow- 
ers served by the loan fund were not 
absolutely destitute. In countries 
where the informal sector is wide- 
spread, micro-enterprise becomes one 
of the few options for survival; it is a 
necessity rather than one of several 
possibilities. In the case of the re- 
serves, however, many of the borrow- 
ers either have part-time jobs or other 
sources of income such as welfare and 
pensions. Borrowers sometimes pay 
off loans out ofwages or government 
income, whereas in Bangladesh, bor- 
rowers pay back from income gener- 
ated by the projects for which they 
received the loan. In addition, the 
visitors noted another significant dif- 
ference. One of the visiting delegates 
was shocked to learn that the com- 
munity defines "needn in terms that 
often go beyond questions of sur- 
vival. One of the Native women ex- 
plained that the people are not starv- 
ing physically but spiritually and that 
needs can include counselling serv- 
ices to help families, alcohol and drug 
abuse groups, and role modellingpro- 
grams (Steed). 

The Bangladeshis were impressed 
by the cooperation amongst mem- 
bers of the circles, the sense of com- 
munity ownership of the fund, and 
the desire to promote the fund to 
non-members as a chance to improve 
their standards ofliving as well (Steed). 
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Conclusion 

The 1984 Search Conference on 
Native Economic Development iden- 
tified the following prerequisites for 
sustainable development in First 
Nations communities: 

. . .in accordance with deeply- 
felt Native principles, economic 
development-like other facets 
of Native lif-must be seen as 

holistic; of a 
piece. Political, 
cultural and 

In accordance with economic as- 

Native principles, pects of the de- 
A A vclopment pro- 

economic development , ,,,, & 

m w t  be seen as holistic. considered in 
isolation from 
each other. 

In terms ofAboriginal women and 
their communities, the micro-enter- 
prise model appears to meet many of 
the criteria for appropriate and sus- 
tainable development in Native com- 
munities. Yet, the subject of female 
micro-entrepreneurship is complex 
and multi-faceted. In its current 
emerging state, it is still too early to 
make clear judgments of its eficacy 
in terms of long-term economic de- 
velopment and community revitali- 
zation. As one member of the Birch 
Island community notes, 

It may not be possible to at- 
tribute the increase in activity to 
the loan h n d  alone, but the 
h n d  definitely supports the ac- 
tivity that is going on.. .it will be 
hard to understand the real eco- 
nomic impact on the commu- 
nity as a whole for maybe an- 
other ten years. (Harold 5) 

What is certain is that poverty in 
many Aboriginal communities per- 
sists in spite ofgovernment programs. 
It is also becoming painhlly clear 
that many large-scale conventional 
business practices are ultimately 
unsustainable. Alternative sustainable 
community economic development 
which reflects the needs of people 

across Canada is an idea which many 
communities are now looking towards 
in the face ofincrea~in~~lobalization. 

Proponents ofthe micro-enterprise 
model of development offer many 
examples of its success but it is difi- 
cult to find critiques which might 
highlight some of the model's short- 
comings and provide suggestions for 
its improvement. Further research 
into this model is necessary. At the 
same time, such research would do 
well to avoid the temptation to over- 
study a limited number of communi- 
ties which employ the model. In the 
case of micro-enterprise and First 
Nationswomen (or in any other com- 
munity), outsiders must remember 
that learning about this topic de- 
pends upon the goodwill of the group 
studied. Further research in this area 
needs to reflect the fact that those 
women who operate small businesses 
in fact "own" their experiences. Re- 
search into micro-enterprise devel- 
opment must also be careful not to 
generalize: there are many variables 
which affect process and outcomes 
such as local community culture and 
values, local economic., and local re- 
sources. 

In the general Canadian context it 
seems that a sincere examination of 
the whole question of poverty is re- 
quired if we are to come up with 
creative and lasting answers. As Mary 
CoyleofCalmeadow implies, we need 
to break the welfare dependency cy- 
cle and develop better alternatives. 
We cannot continue spending mil- 
lions of dollars only to maintain peo- 
ple in poverty and the bureaucracies 
which service them (Steed). 

A struggling micro-entrepreneur her- 
se$ Kelly M. O'NeiU is currently pur- 
suing a Mater? drgree in the Fanrlry 
ofEnvironmentalStudies at York Uni- 
versiq. Her focus is on ge& and 
micro-enterprise in C a d  and the 
South. She is currently CO-writing 
Microenterprises for Sustainable and 
Equitable Development Gender Per- 
spectives-A Working Guide to Is- 
sues, Networks, and Initiatives for 
the World Women i Veterinary Asso- 
ciation. 
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Putting donor dollars to work for women! FONDATION DES FE~%DZES . 
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CWF is dedicated to long term systemic change to bring about equality for women and girls. As 
Canada's only national public foundation for women, CWF raises money and makes grants to 
results-oriented projects in Canada that help women and girls achieve economic independence. 

Since our start in 1991, CWF has made over $500,000 in economic development and violence ' 

prevention grants to more than 170 women's groups across the country. Grants have been made 
for micro-enterprise development, projects addressing racism and sexism in the workplace, and 
activities to involve women in economic planning or to make certain occupations more supportive 

g 

ofwomen. Call or write to CWF to ask to be put on the mailing list to receive Grant Requests for 
Proposals, which are issued several times a year. 

T o  make a donation or get more information, contact: 
The Canadian Women's FoundatiodLa Fondation Des Femmes Can adiennes 

214 Merton Street, Suite 214 
Toronto, Ontario M4S 1A6 

Tel.: (416) 484-8268 

CWF - INVESTING IN THE POWER OF WOMEN AND THE DREAMS OF GIRLS! 
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