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The Nipawin Oasis Community Centre (NOCC) received a first-place Spirit Award from the provincial government Monday for providing excellent services to children, youth and families.

This is the first year Spirit Awards have been given out and Community Resources minister Buckley Belanger was in Nipawin to present the award. He said the Spirit Awards are a way of "recognizing and profiling the tremendous work" community-based organizations do. 

As well, Belanger said the awards are a way for community organizations across the province to acknowledge each other and share their best practices.

NOCC president Eileen Fogarty said, "We will try to live up to what the Spirit Award means."

Spirit Awards are given to community organizations working in five fields - child, youth and family services, programs to help the disabled, early learning and childcare, housing, and career and employment services. The other winners this year are from Regina, La Ronge and Saskatoon, with organizations in Saskatoon sweeping up two of the prizes.

Among other criteria including how well the organizations are run and how well they work within the community, Spirit Awards were given to groups that make a difference in their clients' lives.

While NOCC offers a variety of services, the Spirit Award recognized the centre mainly for its collective and youth kitchens. The kitchen programs are designed to help disadvantaged people develop healthier eating habits and to increase their potential within the community.

The community kitchens educate more than 200 families each month about how to eat well. Youth kitchens, for those aged eight to 17, teach youth about nutrition, boost their self esteem and encourage them to stay in school.

While winning the award is an honour, Fogarty said winning such high praise will challenge the centre to continue improving and to keep providing services to the community. 

Even after receiving the Spirit Award, the centre isn't prepared to bask in its accomplishments. Fogarty said NOCC is already working on new programs to continue helping "enhance the quality of life for disadvantaged individuals from all walks of life."

The Spirit Award came with a $1,000 cheque, but according to Belanger that money is just the beginning. 

Belanger said he is aware that NOCC has been having financial difficulty and added that the government wants to make sure Spirit Award winners are financially secure and can continue contributing to society.

This isn't the first time NOCC has received attention from the provincial government, coupled with vague financial commitments. 

Back in July, Premier Lorne Calvert and a few ministers stopped by the centre to find out more about what it is doing. 

While there, the NDP representatives said they were impressed with the services being offered and added that they were aware NOCC needed a more reliable source of income.

