Workshop: Worker Co-ops – an opportunity for immigrants:  Yvonne Chiu (Multicultural Health Brokers Co-op, Edmonton, (Women’s section: Wendy Keats, Moncton women’s co-op project- they have supplied a PPT).

Yvonne Chiu:
The Multicultural Health Brokers (MCHB) is a 15-year old co-op.  We now have 40 workers. It started out focusing on maternal / infant services, but now have a broader focus.  They look at not only access to health care, but also the power imbalance between immigrants and the health care system. 

We started off with 12 workers with $115,000 revenue. We now have 40 workers (sharing 31.5 FTE’s), from 17 different immigrant/refugee communities, but the hours and the work are now far more. Our revenue now is $4,000,000.  

We have a brochure, which is our propaganda.  It combines our good radical work, but also has a certain degree of despair in there too with purple, which is a combination of red and blue.  This is our radical piece. We have been systematically setting up programs. In recent years we have worked on early childhood development support, with children with disabilities, in child welfare (very challenging), and with seniors.  

How has the worker co-op structure and model supported us? (the true story).  

The practice, MCHB, is the most essential part of who we are.  Really we are trying to generate social capital. We are developing holistic relationships with immigrants and refugees. They are truly marginalized.  Over 50% of immigrants in Edmonton live below the poverty line.  We want them to know they have strengths and capabilities. It’s truly to build power and compassion.  The most difficult relationship that we’ve struggled with is connections with the systems.  We are trying to help the system and see where there is room for improvement.  It’s not just about being non-responsive, it’s also about pointing out when they’ve been racist.  So the work is very hard.  If we weren’t a true democracy, a co-operative organization, we wouldn’t be around.  The work is very hard.  The principles of social justice, dire accountability, and democracy gave us strength. We know we are acceptable to people.  

Of the workers, one-third are doctors/nurses, one-third are educators, and one-third are social workers / activists. All are committed and have love for the people.  

Why is it good to be in a workers co-operative?  Because it makes us better human beings.  The most important training we need is spiritual training to be in a workers co-op.

