A Scramble For Dollars

Youth fundraising is big business, pulling in $4 billion a year across North America. With so many people getting into the act, it pays to be creative - think Krispy Kreme
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The office these days is a marketplace of chocolate bars, popcorn tins, boxes of cookies, ornaments, gift wrap, assorted nuts and mints.  

At home, there are door-to-door bottle drives, canned-goods drives and plain old money drives.

At checkout counters, boys and girls bag groceries for loose change.

In spite of it all, many young fundraisers and their parents end up short when the totals are tallied.

"Every year, it's another battle," said Diane Vermander, a Cub Scout leader in Greenfield Park. "With all the groups out there, there's only so much chocolate people can eat."

Vermander is among thousands of Canadians who are getting creative when it comes to fundraising for youth activities. There are more non-profit groups competing for door-to-door dollars than ever before, turning the youth fundraising landscape into a ripe market for big business.

Amateur fundraisers are changing tactics, said Eric Boyko, president of eFundraising.com, one of the largest youth fundraising Internet companies in North America. The goal of the Montreal-based Web site is to get kids to switch selling venues from doorstep to e-mail.

"Fundraising is a chore," he said. "When you sign up to play hockey, you want to play hockey, not sell things. We're changing that. Our goal is to be the eBay of youth fundraising on the Internet."

Youth fundraising pulls in $4 billion annually, with 28,000 schools and thousands of churches, amateur sports and organizations throughout North America, according eFundraising, a subsidiary of QSP/Reader's Digest Association.

The company has helped 26,000 schools in North America raise $250 million in chocolate bars, gift wrap and magazine subscription sales since 1991. Current annual sales top $25 million, half of that going to youth groups and programs.

While almost all his business is with U.S. groups, Boyko said he plans to launch eFundraising in Canada next spring.

"Nothing beats the impact of a kid knocking at your door," he said. "But we expect 10 per cent of that market in Canada will change in the next 10 years." 

The door-to-door scene has already been diversifying in Quebec as youth groups are going beyond door-to-door chocolate bar sales. Boy Scouts, Girl Guides and youth sports teams now compete on doorsteps with large non-profit organizations and a growing number of schools, who recruit students to raise money for extracurricular activities slashed by government cutbacks.

Some youth groups are changing their products and their tactics. In the last five years, bagging groceries has become a fundraising mainstay for some groups.

But now, they can face year-long waiting lists to get into a store. Daniel Sauvageau, manager of a peewee A hockey team in La Prairie, waited a year-and-a-half before his team of 12-year-olds did checkout duty this month at Brossard's Super C. The money raised will defray the season's $1,000 tournament fees. That's in addition to $155 per child per season, plus a commitment from team players to sell 50 chocolate bars each.

Sauvageau isn't a professional fundraiser, but he did his homework.

"There aren't a lot of grocery stores that do this," Sauvageau said. "IGA has its own baggers. Maxi's is unionized. We tried Provigo. No. The only place is Super C, and we're lucky we got in. We're going to ask the manager to keep our place for next year."

At Super C Brossard, youth groups who work at checkout counters must donate 17 per cent of the take to Centraide and

MIRA on behalf of the store. Still, Sauvageau's team walked away happy, with most of its tournament fees covered.

Super C has no policy on youths bagging groceries, said Marie-Claude Bacon of Metro Inc., which operates Super Cs through Quebec. Each store manager handles requests.

"It's lucrative for the kids and it means their parents will probably shop at Super C," said Marc Beaulé, Longueuil's Super C manager. "I've seen some groups raise $1,000 in a day. That's a lot of chocolate bars."

Scouts Canada has changed its tactics, too, dropping its national calendar campaign last year, spokesperson Jennifer Austin said.

"We didn't think the calendars could generate the kind of dollars we needed," she said. "So we switched to hot chocolate."

That was after market surveys, extensive research, taste-testing and hiring a marketing expert to help design the packaging and public-relations material. Scouts Canada now provides local leaders with posters, press release templates, public-service announcements and customized advertising to publicize national fundraising campaigns.

All these efforts were to boost sales proceeds, which contribute 15 per cent of Scouts Canada’s operating budget. Part of the reason for Scouts Canada’s push for a better profit margin is its shrinking membership - 100,000 today, down from 300,000 in 1984.

"That means a dwindling sales force," Austin said. "We're having to be more strategic in our thinking."

So is Vermander in Greenfield Park. Her Cubs didn't earn enough money from selling Scout calendars, chocolate bars, popcorn or Avon Christmas ornaments. So she turned to Krispy Kreme, the trendy dougnut shop.

"Everyone likes them, they're the big rage," she said. "The profit margin is 50 per cent. The product sells. ... We've already sold all our coupons."

That'll help pay for one camping trip, which costs $1,000 a weekend to rent a Scouts Canada-owned cabin and feed all 35 Greenfield Park Scouts.

"If we got Super C, I'd fall in love," Vermander said.

"We did Maxi once and made $2,000 in a weekend. We just can't get in now. But there's a new IGA being built. I'm hoping to get into that one.

"It's a drag because this whole thing is for the children and if we don't fundraise, we don't succeed in giving them the programs they need."

- - -

Dishing Out to Be a Scout

What it costs to be a Boy Scout for one season in Greenfield Park (taxes included):

Registration: $110.

Shirt, pants, sash for badges, T-shirt, vest and Scout handbook: $145.

Monthly dues ($4 times eight months): $32.

Camp (three annual trips) with fundraising discount: $75.

Camp without fundraising discount: $135.

Total: $362 with fundraising discount, $422 without fundraising discount.
