Outline of project

With the formation of the Continued Reintegration Inmate Support Society (CRISS), there now exists an entity to take on the development of a social enterprise aimed at marketing and selling products made by people incarcerated in federal prisons within, initially, the Fraser Valley.

This social enterprise will take the form of a gift shop selling items that are made in inmate hobby and art programs as well as inmate-operated business ventures.  Products will initially be sourced on consignment with a gradual move towards more traditional purchasing models that allow the enterprise to build an inventory of items produced by inmates and subsequently offered for sale.

The enterprise, yet un-named, will take the form of a legally registered business owned and operated by the society. Governance and reporting will take the usual forms.

It is in the use of the profits generated by the enterprise that the CRISS will vary from traditional gift stores. Among the objectives put forth by the society are the offers of housing, job and skills training, and provision of higher than incarceration-level revenues to inmates, which will be available upon release or for family assistance.

CRISS envisions a storefront with residence above and a classroom behind which allows the society to meet its objectives within a contained presence. This allows some economies of operation and fully exposes ex-offenders and soon-to-be-released inmates to a resource that meets a significant number of their transitional needs. While working at the store, clients will have the opportunity to gradually become integrated into the larger community, and acquire job and living skills such as business / employability basics, financial literacy, and socialization.

Once the society’s initial social enterprise needs are met, CRISS proposes that a share of the profits go to victim’s assistance programs.

Partnerships:

CRISS is currently pursuing partnerships with two other social enterprises: Above The Underground and InsideArt Cooperative. Above The Underground (Owned by MCC-ECD) operates a store retailing used clothing, and acts as a job training facility. InsideArt Cooperative is an art marketing cooperative whose members are predominantly inmates incarcerated in federal prisons in the Fraser Valley.  InsideArt deals exclusively in fine art and crafts and has a jury process in place for membership. Cooperative membership is not the best answer for everyone and there are some products such as clothing and athletic wear that InsideArt does not market.

A venture involving the three organizations allows each to benefit from the strengths of the others.  Above The Underground benefits from additional clientele, the sharing of expenses, and greater access to additional resources for its job training program. InsideArt benefits from access to a storefront for its members, greater exposure to the consuming public, and increased sales. Finally, CRISS benefits from sharing space with an existing retail business, avoiding large start-up costs, reducing expenses, and accessing more products for marketing efforts already initiated by InsideArt.

Job training and community integration

While it is clear that sustainability is important and so profits must be earned and retained, the entire enterprise is aimed at providing a series of desperately needed social services
.

This can best be illustrated by examining the “client flow-through” that CRISS proposes. Initial contact with clients will occur as a function of acquiring their products. Business skills will be developed to ensure that the client is earning fair market value for their product, in line with costing levels and product pricing on the street. As the clients near release from prison, work release programs will provide them with practical experience. Some of that work release time will be spent at the store, providing the client with valuable experience and aiding them in obtaining full release into the community and the world of work.

At time of release, the additional funds earned by the client through store sales will be available, as will housing. Temporary jobs at the store, social integration lessons, financial literacy, resume writing, and basic living skills will be provided. Assistance into independence will be a significant part of the CRISS client experience. The philosophy of ‘each one teach one’ will be enacted, as peer-to-peer mentoring occurs within this dynamic. 
Customer base

CRISS projects that inmate families and supporters in addition to those customers already shopping at Above The Underground will form the initial customer base.  As with any retail operation, advertising and public relations form a significant portion of the business plan and those issues will be finalized at that point of business development. Combining the efforts of the three enterprises will result in reduced marketing costs for each organization, and create a customer overlap as the marketing efforts of each enterprise are intended to reach a different demographic.  

It should be noted that a blended buyer base is the primary strength of this alliance. While reduced operating costs, access to additional clientele, and the ability to expand operations are all improved by this venture, the combination of marketing efforts will lead to the best chance for success. 
Spin-off businesses such as a café or bookstore are enhanced by the ability of each partner to absorb a portion of the risk.

A thorough program of growth and management will lead to a steady, reliable customer base that continues to grow as new products and services are introduced.  

Revenue

In addition to the traditional revenue streams presented here, further ‘fee for service’ revenues are possible. The federal government currently funds residence providers for paroled inmates and this, coupled with funding available for the other employability functions of this venture will reduce dependence on retail sales alone to achieve sustainability. As customers purchasing art from the store are sources of revenue, so too are the government housing and job programs.
Throughout the life of the enterprise, caution must be exercised to ensure that a diverse revenue stream exists.  This will be accomplished with a robust product / service mix, integration between the three enterprises, and ongoing development of new products and services.  

Measuring success

The success of the CRISS venture will be considered, aside from its financial success, by a series of social performance indicators. These include a reduction in the anticipated recidivism rate within the client base, increase in self-employment or long-term employment by clients, lessened reliance on the social safety net, and a steady growth in customers (indicating acceptance of these multi-barriered clients within the community).
� Once released into the community, these multi-barriered clients tend to “fall between the cracks”. They do not qualify for EI reachbacks (due to length of incarceration) and HRSDC’s position is that the clients are on parole and therefore should be Correctional Services of Canada’s responsibility; while Corrections holds that they have met their responsibilities once the client is released to the community. Some of the barriers faced by this group include: little or no formal work history, poor socialization skills, no family / peer support, lower-level education and training, addiction issues, and a criminal record.
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