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They form the foundation of our campus, 
our city, our country and our world: 
communities. And committed to building 
them strong are countless U of M alumni, 
faculty, students and staff. 
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A service of the Canadian CED (short for Community 
Economic Development) Network, Spark works to 
connect community organizations and their projects—

after-school programs, resource centres for new immigrants, 
neighbourhood renewal associations, food cooperatives, etc.—
with volunteers who have specialized skills. For instance, Spark 
recently matched three skilled volunteers with Manitoba Green 
Retrofi t (MGR), a social enterprise that hires people with 
barriers to employment to do small construction projects such as 
environmental retrofi ts. The volunteers are working pro bono to 
help MGR design and build a website.

Pro bono, Ripat points out, is a Latin phrase meaning “for the 
public good.” Professionals have been donating their services in 
this way for centuries.

Serving the public good underlies what both Spark and Ripat 
aim to do. Spark works with Winnipeg groups that deliver 
services or create local economic opportunities to improve quality 
of life for marginalized populations in their community. “It’s an 
approach that recognizes the strengths inherent in people and 
communities and allows them to defi ne their own needs,” says 
Ripat. “Charity is not going to solve poverty. I believe in long-
term solutions that are rooted in the community.”

The program is part of a larger vision of CED. “A lot of people 
recognize that the traditional economic system and approach 
does not benefi t everybody,” notes Ripat. “For a long time, my 
interest has been in community development. Communities 
know how to address barriers to employment better than large 
external systems.”

His epiphany started as an “aha moment” 25 years ago in 
fi rst-year anthropology class. The professor asked his java-
laden students: “Where do you think your coffee comes from?” 
The question led to a discussion on the exploitative nature of 
coffee-growing and, eventually, to the impact of local action and 
purchasing on working conditions abroad. Ripat began making 
connections with former experiences, which included living 
in Bolivia as a young adolescent and, later—while traveling in 
Central America—seeing banana farmers in the fi elds being 
doused with pesticides from crop dusting planes.

There was no turning back. After his undergraduate degree, 
Ripat completed a masters of social work at the University of 
Manitoba, where he did a thesis on the community kitchen 
movement. He then spent seven years working and volunteering 

in the fi eld of community development and community economic 
development in Winnipeg’s inner city before moving with his 
young family to Bolivia in 2004 for a fi ve-year stint with CUSO 
(now CUSO-VSO), an international development organization.

“The challenges people face around the world are a lot 
more similar that you would think,” says Ripat. “Successful 
development is always led by the community no matter where 
you are.”

But addressing community renewal and poverty reduction 
is complicated. To pursue their goals, organizations sometimes 
require resources and skills they cannot afford. That’s where Spark 
comes in.

Organizations have projects that require expertise. Professionals 
have expertise that they want to apply in a different setting. Spark 
is the matchmaker.

“Everyone benefi ts,” says Ripat. Community enterprises 
strengthen their capacity to achieve their goals. Professionals 
have a chance to learn about community issues and give back to 
the community without a long-term commitment. “Most of our 
matches can be measured in hours rather than weeks and months,” 
Ripat points out. “Spark gives volunteers the opportunity to share 
their skills in a targeted way that meets their schedules.”

A rigorous vetting process and workplan development ensure 
good use is made of valuable volunteer time while Spark staff 
provide support and guidance as necessary.

Ripat notes that Winnipeg is fortunate to have a very vibrant 
and talented non-profi t sector. At the same time, the University 
of Manitoba unites a group of alumni with a wide variety of skills 
and experience. Ripat sees Spark as a catalyst for bringing both 
groups together.

Last year, Spark worked with 106 groups and arranged 50 
matches. A recently-launched Facebook page, Spark, a service of 
The Canadian CED Network, shares some of these successes.

It is a glimpse into a special kind of relationship. After all, 
much like a dating service, Spark is about making connections, 
arranging short-term interactions that have the potential to turn 
into life-changing experiences for all those involved. Ripat says 
Spark is always looking for more volunteers with specialized 
professional skills to connect with local organizations and 
community projects. Find out more at sparkwpg.ca. 

Geoff Ripat likes to describe his work as a “matchmaking service.” “Like Lavalife [a popular 
on-line dating service], we try to make matches based on the right fit,” explains the 
Program Coordinator for Spark. “But in our case it’s about fitting the right people and skills 
with organizations that need some temporary help with a specific project.” 
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