
Case Studies in Aboriginal Business

Neechi Commons and the Economic Growth of 
North End Winnipeg

Erin Bragg 



The Purdy Crawford Chair in Aboriginal Business Studies was 
established at Cape Breton University in 2010 in response to 
Aboriginal community leaders’ expression of the need for 
entrepreneurship, business investment, and corporate skills  
training for the purpose of creating a model of self-reliance.

Named in honour of Canadian lawyer and corporate boardroom 
leader, the late Mr. Purdy Crawford, the Chair aims to promote 
interest among Canada’s Aboriginal people in the study of business 
at the post-secondary level.

The Purdy Crawford Chair in Aboriginal Business Studies focuses 
its work in four areas:

• �Research on what “drives” success in Aboriginal Business
• �National student recruitment in the area of post-secondary

Aboriginal business education
• �Enhancement of the post-secondary Aboriginal business curriculum
• Mentorship at high school and post-secondary levels

“�Meaningful self-government and economic 
self-sufficiency provide the cornerstone of 
sustainable communities. My wish is to 
enhance First Nations post-secondary 
education and research to allow for 
the promotion and development 
of national Aboriginal business 
practices and enterprises.”

   Purdy Crawford, C. C.
   (1931-2014)

Purdy Crawford Chair in 
Aboriginal Business Studies

Shannon School of Business 
Cape Breton University

1250 Grand Lake Rd, Box 5300 
Sydney, NS   B1P 6L2

©2017

www.cbu.ca/crawford



Neechi Commons by Erin Bragg                  1 

NEECHI COMMONS AND THE ECONOMIC GROWTH  
OF NORTH END WINNIPEG 

 
 
Fostering a sense of community is an essential goal for many Canadian Aboriginal 
groups. In keeping with this fundamental value, Neechi Commons in Manitoba was 
instituted by the managers of Neechi Foods Co-op Ltd. in order to strengthen the 
Indigenous community of downtown Winnipeg. Firm advocates for healthy living and 
Indigenous art appreciation, the business owners behind Neechi Commons have 
established their brand as one which emphasizes the needs, rights, and desires of 
Winnipeg’s Aboriginal population. The commercial complex has achieved a beneficial 
reputation for doing business in a socially responsible manner and, as a result, has also 
become one of Winnipeg’s most successful Aboriginal corporations. 
 
 
HISTORY AND BACKGROUND 
 
Located in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Neechi Commons formally opened in March of 2013 in 
an attempt to expand the city’s Main Street and North End. The 30,000 square foot 
Aboriginal business complex, which includes several grocery and specialty stores, is 
open to the public seven days a week and offer patrons fresh fish, meat, and produce, 
as well as handcrafted crafts, jewelry, clothing, and art. The word “Neechi” means 
“friend, sister, brother” in Cree and Ojibwa. The Neechi Commons board of directors is 
composed of President Louise (Desmarais) Champagne, Vice President Candace Irvine, 
Secretary Jade McIvor, and Treasurer Russ Rothney. The informal Management Team 
consists of eleven other advisors, working on a volunteer basis. Indeed, even before 
operations commenced, some additional 50 residents of Winnipeg offered their input 
during the business planning stage, totaling 9,500 volunteer hours – the equivalent of 
five years of full-time work.  
 
Shortly after its initial creation, Neechi Commons incorporated Neechi Foods Co-op Ltd. 
as a worker cooperative, owned and controlled by its staff. Prior to incorporation, 
Neechi Foods, established in 1990, operated a small nearby grocery store for nearly 23 
years. During its initial stages of development, the local St. Boniface Co-op sold 
products to Neechi Foods and stored the goods until they were needed by the 
burgeoning business, reflecting the community values inherent in worker cooperatives 
(Findlay & Wuttunee, 2007). With the inclusion of Neechi Foods, Neechi Commons 
features a grocery store, bakery, restaurant, catering business, art store, and seasonal 
farmer’s market. Seeking to rectify the history of economic imbalance and lack of 
independence that has characterized many contemporary Aboriginal communities in 
Canada, Neechi Commons and Neechi Foods envision an end-goal of social healing 
through an Aboriginally owned and operated retail complex particularly focused on 
Aboriginal specialty goods. The Neechi Commons business model emphasizes the 
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traditions of friendship and sharing that anchored Indigenous economies for thousands 
of years (Simard, 2010).  
 
In a city with the highest concentration of Aboriginal people in Canada – approximately 
75,000 – Neechi Commons has the distinction of being Winnipeg’s largest employer of 
First Nations and Métis people. In fact, Neechi Commons boasts the largest Aboriginal 
workforce of any commercial enterprise in Canada, with over 50 employees overseeing 
its day-to-day operation. The company prides itself on facilitating Aboriginal 
repossession of the land, while also promoting the self-reliance, determination, and 
economic sustainability of Indigenous people through the inherently community-
building initiative of a common retail complex (Neechi Commons, 2017). 
 
 
GIVING BACK TO THE COMMUNITY 
 
Neechi Commons was developed with the deliberate intention of revitalizing the North 
End of Winnipeg and providing employment opportunities for Aboriginal youth in the 
surrounding neighbourhood. Standing for the empowerment and economic 
development of the city’s Aboriginal population, Neechi Commons provides stable jobs 
to residents of the area of Winnipeg with one of Canada’s highest unemployment 
rates. Employment at Neechi Commons is a desirable alternative to the street gang 
involvement and dependence on income assistance prevalent throughout Winnipeg’s 
urban core. Likewise, Neechi Food Co-op has always been an advocate for healthy 
living, a value that the company has also instituted in Neechi Commons, featuring 
“kid’s only” fruit baskets in their produce section. In addition, Neechi Foods was the 
first grocery store in Manitoba to refuse to sell cigarettes, with tobacco sold only for 
ceremonial purposes. 
 
A patron of the arts, Neechi Commons has always placed an emphasis on maintaining 
downtown Winnipeg’s vibrant creative arts scene. The Neechi Niche is an art store and 
gallery which specializes in showcasing contemporary Aboriginal art from over 250 local 
artisans, including painters, authors, illustrators, singers, and musicians. Representing 
Métis, Inuit, and First Nation artistic perspectives, the consignment-based gallery 
frequently holds viewing events for tourists and locals alike to experience and 
appreciate the unique cultural expressions of Manitoba’s diverse Indigenous groups. 
Local schools often make use of Neechi Commons as a venue for displaying students’ 
artwork and on-going literary and artistic events, performances, and presentations held 
at the Commons remain exceptionally popular with the Winnipeg public. Moreover, 
Neechi Commons supports local farmers, pickers, ranchers, and gardeners with a 
seasonal farmer’s market, furthering the company’s commitment to providing healthy 
food options to Winnipeg’s urban centre. Patronage at Neechi Commons represents a 
show of solidarity with Aboriginal people, allowing harvesters and other producers to 
earn a living in Winnipeg’s low-income North End. This economic independence 
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decreases the likelihood that Aboriginal youth in the area will find themselves 
participating in street prostitution or gang activities. 
 
The company has also made its community-building intentions known by joining a 
variety of business-focused committees and groups in Winnipeg. A member of the 
Canadian Worker Cooperative Federation, the Aboriginal Chamber of Commerce, and 
Food Matters Manitoba, Neechi Foods Co-op is also a purchase partner of Local 
Investment Toward Employment (LITE) as well as a purchasing and supply partner with 
Winnipeg’s Social Purchasing Portal. Neechi Commons houses the Aboriginal Chamber 
of Commerce and the Momentum Centre, which operates a program for Aboriginal 
youth and new Canadian citizens aged 18-30 to transition from a dependence on 
economic assistance to the acquisition of a sustainable career (Neechi Commons, 
2017). Neechi Commons outlines its community economic development (CED) 
initiatives as follows: use of locally produced goods and services, production of goods 
and services for local use, local reinvestment of profits, long-term employment of local 
residents, local skills development, local decision-making, public health, neighbourhood 
stability, human dignity, and support for other CED initiatives (Findlay & Wuttunee, 
2007). 
 
 
PARTNERSHIPS, FUNDING, AND INVESTMENT 
 
Neechi Commons has partnered with various local agencies by offering work 
experience and assisted employment opportunities. Such programs include those 
focused on Aboriginal youth in particular, like Training Resources for Youth (TRY); The 
Momentum Centre, now a tenant of Neechi Commons; and Project Oasis, a part of the 
Province’s Youth Justice Program with First Step to Employment. 
 
Furthermore, Vancity Community Foundation (VCF) recently instituted the Neechi 
Commons Fund in order for the company to collect funds from donors who wish to 
receive charitable tax receipts, as well as other charitable organizations in the 
community. This funding allows Neechi to cover the cost of equipment and building 
upgrades, marketing initiatives, training, and other forms of support.  
 
The Manitoban and Canadian governments have both invested in Neechi Commons 
with infrastructure stimulus grants which helped to cut building costs during the 
construction of the complex. Likewise, Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada 
(formerly Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada), the Centre for 
Aboriginal Human Resource Development, and the United Way of Winnipeg all 
provided funds for staff training and support systems. 
 
Investment shares approved by the Province of Manitoba are offered to the general 
public, encouraging broader community stakeholder participation in the overall 
economic development Neechi Commons and its surrounding neighbourhoods. In order 
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to garner even more public interest and investment, Neechi Commons has also set up 
a weekly email subscription featuring news, promotions, and updates about the on-
going success of the cooperative (Neechi Commons, 2017). 
 
 
THE FUTURE OF NEECHI COMMONS 
 
Neechi Commons has continued to grow ever since its 2013 grand opening. The 
cooperative has received numerous awards, including the 2013 Excellence in Aboriginal 
Business Leadership Award from the University of Manitoba’s Asper School of 
Business and the 2015 Heritage Winnipeg’s Special President’s Award for its heritage 
restoration. Neechi Commons has also been honoured at a national meeting of the 
Canadian Diabetes Association, as well as by the local Reh-Fit Centre, for its annually 
run diabetes prevention week. 
 
Having made a wide variety of in-community partnerships and investments, Neechi 
Commons appears to have a long life ahead of it as the economic cornerstone of 
Aboriginal employment and entrepreneurship in Winnipeg. 
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