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Dauphin Friendship Centre 
Jeremy Smith, Dauphin Friendship Centre, executive director 

 

How did your business originate?  

“So in the 1970s, there was an increased migration of indigenous people from reserves and 
Metis communities into urban areas. The government saw the need for programming to help 
integrate these people into an urban setting, because they were not familiar with them,” Smith 
said, noting things are different in the rural areas.  

“So they started the Migrating Native People Program, which is how friendship centres started. 
To be eligible to start as a friendship centre, you had to be offering programs or services for a 
one year, without funding. And often that would mean there would be a gathering place at 
people's homes.” 

They found there was a need, he explained, because indigenous people were coming into 
towns, but did not know where the services were, or how to access them, plus discrimination 
was involved.  

“This is across the country, not just within Dauphin. So that's when the government made the 
program and Friendship Centres have always been community-based and grassroots, because 
that's how they started in that period of time,” Smith said, adding Dauphin, was incorporated 
July 16, 1974.  

“They were very low funded at the beginning. I do believe our budget for the first year of full 
operations was $6,000, including office rent and wages. This is in Dauphin.”  

It was a very small program, he added, but became very effective because, while more than half 
of First Nations and Metis people now live in urban settings, at that point, migration numbers 
were extremely low, at about five to 10 percent.  

Over the years, the Migrating Native Peoples Program turned into the Aboriginal Friendship 
Centre Program (AFCP), he said, and the goal of the program changed slightly over the years.  
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“It's still to help people who are moving into urban settings, but also to assist people who are 
already living in urban settings, to improve their economic outcome. Whether that be through 
education, employment, helping out with social issues,” Smith explained 

“One of the things, from the AFCP, was working with the residential schools and the 60s scoop, 
because that has historically played a big role in why some indigenous people have higher rates 
of incarceration and other issues. It goes back to historic things that happen to their families 
and the things that they didn't have that regular Canadians had.”  

 

What do you think makes your business stand out?  

“The fact that we've been here for 47 years,” Smith laughed.  

“I think it's a testament to the need for services, but also, it's a testament to the quality of 
services that have been provided over the years.” 

Other reasons DFC stands out, he said, is because it strives to provide programs and services to 
anyone, regardless of their age, ethnicity, or situation.  

“We are not only mandated, but we work towards making sure that everyone in the area knows 
that our programs and services are open for everybody. And we offer such a variety of services 
that people quite often don't even know everything that we do,” Smith added.  

“I think it's the positive community impact we've had over the years also makes us stand out, 
because we have been on the forefront of social change. We've worked very well with our 
community partners, because we believe that through the partnerships, everyone benefits.” 

“And I think because we're a hand up, not a handout. We believe that people need assistance 
at some point in their life, everyone does, but we strive to help people to help themselves,” he 
added. 

Smith also pointed out DFC is a community-based organisation, with a great number of 
volunteers.  

“And it's because of those volunteers that we've been able to do all the things we have. 
Without the volunteers, we would literally not be able to operate some of our programs,” he 
added.  
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DFC has had many employees over the years, Smith said, noting it is a great place to build skills 
and a good work ethic. 

“Especially for young people. We've had many people go through here and become successful 
later on in life, and that's in part due to what they've learned from us here,” he added. 

 

What are some major milestones your business has passed?  

“Well, I think our growth from one employee in 1974 to well over 30 employees before covid 
hit, that's a major milestone. Because it shows the amount of growth that we've done over the 
years, of hard work that's been put into the organisation,” Smith said.  

The building DFC is currently in, demonstrates a milestone, he noted, because at one point, the 
business was located in a basement.  

“That was the Friendship Centre, it was a little basement, then we moved up slowly into a one 
office store front on Main Street,” Smith said.  

“And I think purchasing the building that we're in and renovating it from being a Beaver Lumber 
building into an office and program delivery building, was a major feat, especially because it 
took vision from people and a lot of hard work.” 

“I don't know if you want to call them milestones or maybe they're more achievements, but 
every year we strive to improve ourselves to be able to say that we've moved one step further 
in making sure that people have the programs and services they need in our area. So I think a 
milestone would actually be those smaller achievements which cumulatively have built the 
organisation into what we are today. 

 

What about being a member and a part of the chamber network means the most to you?  

Smith feels the sharing of information means the most. When DFC was a smaller organisation, 
he said, a program such as the Chamber of Commerce Group insurance plan would have been 
important, because it has helped small businesses to have access to group insurance.  
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“I think it's the fact that the chamber strives to build Dauphin economically. So that means 
building the businesses in our area, it means that there's been training opportunities, 
information set up by the chamber,” Smith added.  

“Different things that we, as an individual organisation, wouldn't have found, but the chamber 
found it and was able to share it with everyone. So it's belonging to that group co-operative of 
exchanging information, communicating different things to members and it's cost effective.  

“I mean, chamber membership is not too much and businesses who aren't a member of the 
chamber are definitely missing out.” 

Smith also feels it means being a part of the business community.  

“We received our, I'm not sure how many years award a few couple of years ago for belonging 
to the chamber and we go to the awards dinner every year, because we want to acknowledge 
that people have been a part of something for that many years. And it's about being a part of 
the community,” he said.  

“We could easily enough say we're going to save that little bit of money and do something else 
with it, but that's not being community-minded. We want to be a part of the community and 
the Chamber of Commerce has been a big part of the community for many years.” 

 

In what ways did your business change or have to pivot due to covid?  

“Covid definitely changed everything that we have done in the past and will do in the future,” 
Smith said, noting there has been good and bad parts of covid.  

Foremost, he said, was having to change how DFC delivered programs and services. Smith feels 
staff have become complacent, doing whatever they wanted and not thinking about 
consequences to actions.  

“But covid has made us stop and think, when we do something, what are the repercussions to 
others? So if I want to go somewhere and touch everything, how does that affect others? 
Because this is just one virus, there's plenty of other things that, for example, the common cold, 
that spreads around every year,” he said.  

“Well, maybe we've been spreading it due to our negligence. But changing how we do business 
to deal with covid has been the biggest hurdle, I guess, because we can't do things how we did  
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before. And we're not going to be able to do them the way we did before for quite a number of 
years, because we don't know with those covid variants, if there's going to be some 
complications down the road. So we've had to adapt and evolve, which means thinking outside 
the box.” 

For example, Smith explained, DFC saw an increase in the demand for people to use computers 
to print out government forms, or do some research, but they did not have a computer or 
Internet access at home.  

“And with every place closed, there was no place they could go. Even government services had 
closed down, so we said we can't just abandon people, that's what we're here for,” he said.  

DFC developed a walk-up window service, Smith explained, where a client would tell staff what 
they needed, the information would be printed and the papers pushed through a window slot.  

The outdoor computers were used for many things, he said, for example, a client had gained 
custody of his two children at the beginning of covid and tried to enrol them in school, but 
could not.  

“He was told, he needed to go online, print out these papers, sign them, scan them and send 
them back. Without a printer at home, it was impossible. Schools and all government offices 
were closed. So he came here and within an hour, his kid’s information was sent away, so they 
could be enrolled in school,” Smith said.  

“And for him, that was a major stressor in his life. And we saw many other people coming in 
who had needed things that may have seemed small and trivial to others, but to them that was 
the most important thing at that moment that they needed to accomplish.” 

Covid has changed social interaction and client interaction, he noted, as staff are not able to 
meet with clients at their homes, or casually have them drop in.  

“And that's really led to some difficulties, because when you have clients who are already 
marginalised in society, they become even more marginalised and can fall through the cracks, 
because everyone's concentrating on the virus and not concentrating on helping the people out 
who need it,” Smith added.  

“So we've had to go through extra efforts, because some of these clients do not have 
telephones and if you can't meet them at their homes, it makes it very difficult to get a hold of 
them. And even just doing checks on some of our clients, making sure they're all right, do they 
need anything, or can we refer them to any place?” 



 

These stories are made possible by shop local funding provided by the Manitoba Chamber’s of Commerce and the Province of Manitoba         #StrongerTogeter #SupportParkland #ShopLocal  

 

 

DFC did not have to lay off a lot of staff, Smith noted, as many took a temporary layoff and 
applied for CERB. 

“But that was mostly because there was the unknown and if we had known how things were 
going to turn out, things would have been different. But at that point in time, people were also 
fearful for the families and that was their first priority,” he said.  

“They wanted to make sure the families were safe. We didn't know how bad covid was, if you 
got it. There were people who were thinking that it was a death sentence, regardless of your 
age. So there was, I guess, panic because of that.” 

Smith calculated DFC lost just four staff positions, due to program closure or changes. The 
positions will come back, he added, just not at this time.  

“And I want to add one more thing into that, with covid, one of the biggest changes has been 
changing how we do things procedurally, especially with committees,” Smith said.  

“Video conferencing, I've always been an advocate of it, because I believe it can help reduce 
costs for committees that have to travel long distances to meet.” 

It has definitely proven to do that, he said, as provincial committees can now meet without 
travel costs and staff are able to go home afterward, or finish work at the office, rather than 
driving back to Dauphin. But, he noted, it has also led to Zoom burnout, where people are 
having to meet continually by videoconference and are prevented from getting worked done.  

“I know several committees I sit on, one of them used to meet three times a year. We have 
probably met 20 times this year. And I personally have been finding that some of the meetings 
have not been as productive as before covid, because people are getting used to being able to 
meet whatever they need to, but not having purpose for their meetings,” he said.  

One of the good things about covid, Smith noted, is that it has changed how things are done 
and made people realise are ways to save money in operating a business or an organisation.  

“So, for example with meetings, not having to travel, has saved a large amount of money, but 
also offered access to training, because workshops can be done online with facilitators,” he 
explained.  

“And so training opportunities that were never thought of before, because nobody would ever 
do a video conference, they would make you come to some place to see them in person. Well, 
we could take workshops and training for a fraction of the cost, because we're not travelling.”  
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“And that's especially big for rural Manitobans, because we're the ones who would have to 
travel to Winnipeg to take a workshop. Now we pay a registration fee, we watch it from our 
desk or from our home and when it's over, we can go home, or we go back to work. And so I 
think it's also cut down on fatigue with stuff from travelling, because those who had to travel a 
lot, really appreciate not having to do it so much so anymore.”  

Another good thing Smith feels has come out covid, is that people have learned there is work 
that can be done from home. 

“And definitely it's something that we're still going to be exploring, because if people don't 
have to travel into work and can do things from the comfort of their home, it's more 
convenient for their own personal lives. Maybe this will be a shift in how we do business,” he 
said. 

“That instead of expecting employees to work the office working X amount of hours, instead 
turning around and looking at it and saying we need you to perform these tasks, which should 
take X amount of hours. We would like you to do that from home.” 

“And, especially for those who have to travel any distance, even around in our area, it saves on 
gas, wear and tear on their vehicle, it saves on personal mental health. But also, on the 
opposite end of that is the social isolation. Some people are social in nature and not having that 
social interaction can actually be a detriment to their personal mental health.” 

  

What does the term stronger together mean to you? 

“I think it means that together as a rural community we are stronger and we'll survive if we 
keep our resources that we have local. Support local business. If we volunteer locally, if we 
support each other, then it will be a benefit to everyone,” Smith explained.  

“I think with covid, there was a large increase in online spending, but I also think people 
realised how important that spending is to local businesses. Because if I go and buy something 
off of Amazon, Amazon will not help a local sports team buy new jerseys.” 

Through the pandemic, he noted, people have come to realise how important local businesses 
are. 
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“But local businesses will only be around if we support them. So it's kind of a Catch-22, that 
without our support, businesses can't survive, but we rely on businesses for their support to 
help the community,” he added.  

“And with businesses come jobs, so we need to think about our local community and how can 
we support each other, rather than supporting somebody else who doesn't even know where 
Dauphin is on the map and honestly wouldn't even care if Dauphin was on the map.” 

Smith also believes stronger together means helping out, not just in the community, but also in 
neighbourhoods.  

“Getting to know who your neighbours are, helping somebody with their garbage can when 
they need help moving it. Talking with somebody just because they may need somebody to talk 
to, because they can't go to a restaurant or go out with their friends for coffee. I think it means 
supporting and growing the community as a whole,” he said. 

 

What benefits do you see when the community chooses to support local businesses?  

“We sort of mentioned a little bit about the jerseys, but I think, also, local businesses hire local 
people. So if people are wanting employment for their grandchildren, they need to look at 
making sure that they support businesses now, to make sure that they're going to be around in 
the future,” Smith said, noting there have been studies that prove a dollar spent in the local 
economy, has tenfold benefits to the local community.  

“Because if you spend your money locally with somebody and that person spends the money 
locally with somebody, it has a huge economic impact. So I think definitely the local economy 
improves.” 

Community involvement increases, he said, because when local businesses are doing well, they 
help support a youth sports team, or other community events and organisations.  

“And that, in turn, makes Dauphin a better place to live. Without those smaller contributions to 
organisations and smaller groups, many of them probably wouldn't be able to operate, which 
would lead to an erosion of the quality of life in our community,” Smith affirmed. 
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How has the community supported you and your business?  

“People have been more understanding. Some things take time and we have a society who 
believes in instant gratification. When they want something, they believe it's like a fast food 
restaurant, they should be getting it immediately,” he noted.  

“And things take time and some work to do, and people are much more patient now. Because 
they realise that things have changed and that means that they need to be a bit more patient, 
for people to be able to adapt to changes because of covid.” 

Clients are also appreciative, Smith said, knowing DFC staff are there to serve them.  

“Because we're more in the business of helping others, people have been much more patient 
with us and people are actually expressing their appreciation quite often. Before, we would 
offer a service, people would get it and there wouldn't be that gratitude from people. It's an 
expectation that we will help you, but I think that people are much more honestly grateful for 
the fact that they were able to get whatever it is they needed done,” he explained.  

“And so they actually will thank us for the work that we've done. And sometimes that's a huge 
thing, because when you work in social services, sometimes you don't do it for the pay and you 
don't do it for the accolades. But people have been appreciative and thanking us for things. 
Especially coming from certain clients, it's kind of nice and it's kind of gratifying to know that 
people actually recognise the work that we do.” 

Is there anything else you'd like to add?  

“The pandemic is far from over yet, we're still going to be looking at a summer of restrictions, 
especially given a time when people are tired of restrictions and are going to be wanting to 
have more freedoms and still can't have them,” Smith said.  

“So I think that stronger together model that you talked about before, I think that plays much 
more into our future, because I think we're going to come out of the pandemic more in touch 
with our humanity.” 

“People have been relying on technology for too many things, but now people are realising that 
when you are isolated from others, from family, from friends, that they miss and they need that 
contact with them. And I think that is going to play out where people are going to be much 
more appreciative of what they have and who they have it with, rather than concentrating on 
looking at their phone and that being their only social interaction with other people.” 


