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OASIS Centre has long history of meeting needs

By Kevin McBain with Rennie Harper

It’s exciting to realize that the OASIS Community Resource Centre will soon open the doors to a new facility. 

This marks the first permanent home for the OASIS since the group’s inception. Organizers say their new facility, located on Railway Avenue, in the former Gingrich building will be ready to open in late November or early December.

In the 11-year-history of the OASIS, it has relocated six times and has rented space in various locations around town. The Nipawin Oasis Community Center Co-operative Limited incorporated in 1992. During that time it has been a model for other communities as they work toward enhancing the lives of people in the area through program support.

The Oasis mission statement, since its inception, has been to enhance the quality of life of physically, mentally, socially, emotionally and financially disadvantaged individuals residing in the Nipawin area. And to provide opportunity to participate more fully in the community by providing a facility that offers social, recreational, educational, vocational, nutritional and emotional support programs. Over the years the Centre has lived up to its mission in every way and will continue to do so, in an even more expanded way as it moves into its new home and expanded role later this year.

The Oasis Cooperative originated in response to requests for recreational and social activities for long-term mentally ill individuals in the area. At the time, Marylou Hamilton, along with others, undertook a needs assessment that identified a number of groups within the community that could benefit through the creation of a non-threatening environment offering a variety of programs.

A need for improved nutritional, life skills and budgeting was noted. Recommended programs included formal and informal social and emotional support, recreational opportunities, information and referral services improved nutrition, vocational opportunities and advocacy.

A steering committee for the OASIS was formed and the cooperative was established in November 1992. Since its inception the Oasis Community Center Cooperative has fostered many programs and activities including but not limited to the following:

*The COPE group which offers a variety of activities for people with long-term mental illness. Members enjoy social, educational and recreational events on a regular basis. An offshoot of this group is a vocational program that is funded by Kelsey Trail Health Region and that provides a variety of work experiences to participants. The group assists the local Nutrition for Kids program by preparing some of the food for bag lunches provided to local school children. As well, a number in the group have accessed employment following a period in the group.

*The Collective Kitchens programs provide opportunities to learn about meal preparation, budgeting and nutrition. Small groups meet regularly to prepare meals to take home to their families. Significant support for this comes through the Department of Community Resources and Employment and through donations and fundraising efforts. It is significant to note that members regularly graduate into further education and/or employment. Youth Kitchens also offers cooking and nutrition information while preparing meals at the Centre. In this program youth may come from school, make their supper, eat and remain to do their homework.

*Nipawin KidsFirst Program - where the OASIS provides space for a small portion of the Nipawin KidsFirst initiative. Involvement with this major program will expand significantly within the new facility.

*Nipawin Youth Outreach Program will also be based in the new facility.

An example of excellent cooperation and collaboration, the Centre seems to be a viable small town way of providing needed services in an economical and socially acceptable manner.

The new OASIS Community Resource Centre will remain home to the COPE group, Collective Kitchens, and become the new home of the Nipawin Youth Outreach Program and Nipawin?s KidsFirst program. Through collaboration all users will benefit from a permanent location complete with kitchen facilities, storage, television, computer access etc.

The catalyst for the creation of the Community Resource centre originated with a group entitled the Northeast H.O.M.E.S. committee. 

The H.O.M.E.S. committee, as it has become known, was established in 1999-2000 to influence relative homelessness in the area. This multi-phase project that began with a community needs assessment and has progressed in stage two to the establishment of a resource centre. Several other future phases are planned. Despite the name H.O.M.E.S., the committee stands for much more than housing. The anagram H.O.M.E.S. actually represents H (health, hope, homes); O (opportunity, ownership); M (mentoring); E (employability, experience, education, economics); S (safety, support, skills, service). 

The committee was established in response to a grant opportunity through Human Resource Development Canada that Rennie Harper of the former North-East Health District became aware of. 

An initial discussion and ultimate establishment of the committee to submit a proposal representing what Harper called a dream or vision was held between representatives of the North-East Health District (now Kelsey Trail Health Region), Rennie Harper; Department of Social Services (now Department of Community Resources and Employment), Cec Gooliaff; Saskatchewan Housing Authority, Bill Kelley; Metis Nation Eastern Region II, Ryan Calder; Regional Integrated Services Coordinator, Peter Waldbillig; and local ministerial representative, Neil Voce. 

Cumberland Regional College, Career and Employment Services were also soon added to the committee, as were representatives of the Nipawin School Division. The Town of Nipawin was also indirectly involved through their involvement with the Nipawin Integrated Services Committee (NISC). The discussion covered a wide range of areas that all agencies and services had in common and the common thread appeared to be that of relative homelessness, or lack of adequate housing and support opportunity. It appeared that all of the determinants of health were identified as well as a lack of, or inadequacy, of a number of services were apparent and related to the lack of appropriate housing.

At the time, Harper had been working on a literature review regarding homelessness issues, and the group built on this review to determine whether or not research and evidence from other studies supported our experiences. Evidence indeed supported the experience, and it was determined that a proposal focusing on relative homelessness would be submitted for consideration. Human Resource Development Canada define relative homelessness as individuals who ...may have a home, but are at risk of becoming homeless because they are living in accommodations that are inadequate, unsafe, unaffordable and most probably located in a poor neighbourhood, or because they face multiple social economic barriers that prevent them from adjusting into mainstream society. 

Through collaboration of a number of agencies we were successful in obtaining funding to do an initial needs assessment in our community. Harper said. H.O.M.E.S. received approximately $54,000 for a six-month program through a youth initiative program of HRDC during which we employed a program coordinator and ultimately trained six youth (ages 15-29), representative of the group we wished to study, to conduct one-on-one interviews. 

The group individually interviewed 98 individuals representative of the population we wish to impact, as well as conducting five community focus groups and written surveys of service agencies, local landlords and groups such as COPE. The resulting needs assessment document was completed and has been circulated and is available for review. 

One of the things identified through the needs assessment was the need for a local resource centre and for opportunities for advocacy for the population. According to Rennie Harper, That became the focus of the second phase of the Northeast H.O.M.E.S committee’s work, and we decided to once again approach HRDC for funding, this time for capital funding for a facility. 

We quickly realized that we needed a non-profit organization to partner with us for the project, and due to our former involvement with the Nipawin Oasis Community Centre Cooperative group, we immediately recognized the great fit and potential for everyone. 

The OASIS group willingly took the accountable partner role in the capital project, which has resulted in a win-win situation for the OASIS as well as for the HOMES Committee and indeed for the entire community of Nipawin. Harper went on to say, Opportunities for capital funding of this nature are very rare, so you can imagine our pleasure when we were successful in obtaining approximately $200,000 for the community of Nipawin! And, the OASIS, needless to say is ecstatic to have a permanent home. I can’t compliment the OASIS enough for the work they have done, and continue to do in the community. 

I speak for all members of the Northeast HOMES committee when I say that we sincerely look forward to continuing our work together.
With the impending opening of the new OASIS Community Resource Centre, the Northeast HOMES committee now turns its focus to phase three, and perhaps four. 

Harper says, Next, we plan on investigating the feasibility of a housing cooperative project in Nipawin, or the possibility of a program such as Habitat for Humanity.

