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FROM THE SEED OF AN IDEA: ONE SCHOOL ONE FARM

Elizabeth Bekolay says that the idea for One School One Farm Shelterbelt Project (OSOF) came to herin a
flash. In one instant both the name and the concept came to her — classrooms teaming up with land
partners, including farms, First Nations and conservation organizations, to support the biodiversity of prairie
and parkland ecosystems.

As a child growing up in Prince Albert, Elizabeth preferred the outdoors to the classroom. She biked to Red
River Park to hike. She loved family canoe trips. As an adult, she pursued a Certificate in Ecological
Education and a Biology degree, both from the University of Saskatchewan. She worked for the Meewasin
Valley Authority and Saskatoon Public Schools Brightwater Centre along Beaver Creek. Working for those
organizations taught her that grasslands are critical for biodiversity and habitat, but that they are also one
of the most threatened ecosystems in the world. In 2011, she started a business creating native habitat
gardens, which she continues today.

In 2018 while grappling with questions about her life and her love of
nature, she had the moment of inspiration that changed everything.
Her idea for One School One Farm really energized her, but she knew
she needed help to make it happen. As a starting point, she invited two
trusted friends out for a cider and shared the idea with them. Their
support encouraged her to share the idea with others. Eventually she
invited a group of people to her home to discuss the idea, which led to
a core group to lead its development, including incorporating as a
non-profit in 2019.

Much of what happened after that was serendipity. On a whim
Elizabeth asked a teacher she knew and a farm couple she had met to
consider being one of the program’s pilot projects, a request to which
they responded enthusiastically. This pilot project, involving Saskatoon
teacher Ben Oaken and Grovenland Farms, was quickly followed by
others. The first five projects were supported by volunteers, but more

i was needed to support the growing interest in the program so in 2022,
OSOF became aregistered chorl’ry After writing several letters to philanthropists, a large foundation
donated $150,000 for operational funding for three years.

By the spring of 2025 OSOF had 22 partnerships, involving 350 students from grades 1 to 12 who planted
over 7,000 wildflowers, grasses, trees, and shrubs. By fall 2025, this had grown to 27 partnerships, with over
10,000 plantings. In some cases, students start native plants in their classroom which they then plant and
monitor to help re-establish native grassland. In other cases, native trees provided by partners like
Redberry Lake Biosphere Region and the Agroforestry Woodlot & Extension Society, allow the students to
plant shelterbelts of native trees and shrubs that mimic natural habitats. Some partnerships work on
rehabilitating riparian zones — the banks of streams and wetlands. Partnerships are as varied as the
classrooms and the land on which the projects occur.
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Partnerships between teachers and land partners are long-term, which allows new students to participate
every year. OSOF provides funding for two class trips per year to their partner site, usually in the spring and
fall. It also provides trees, shrubs, wildflowers, seeds, grow lights and funding for an Elder or Knowledge
Keeper. OSOF provides education about biodiversity and planting, helping teachers deliver experiential
curricular learning. For their part, the land partners meet the students to tell their story prior to the first field
trip, are on site and present for all student visits and ensure safe project areas.

Elizabeth’s idea was based on ensuring that youth of all backgrounds feel safe and welcome in rurall
settings, strengthening relationships both between urban and rural people, and between people and the
land. Along with contributions from individual donors, Prairie Food System Vision, the Community Initiatives
Fund, and Affinity Credit Union have supported the program. Securing ongoing funding remains a
challenge but the waiting list of landowners and classrooms wanting to participate bodes well for OSOF's
future. It reminds us that acting on just one good idea can sometimes cause ripples of positive outcomes.

This column is a collaborative project of the Saskatchewan Environmental Society and the Regional Centre of
Expertise on Education for Sustainable Development — RCE Saskatchewan.

Saskatchewan Environmental Society is a non-profit,
SG S thC h eWG n registered charity that is committed to supporting
sustainable living and sustainable resource use in
i Saskatchewan. We work with, and on behalf of,
E n \ I_ro n m e nfd I communities, organizations, businesses, and policy
SOC | efy makers to encourage informed decision-making that
moves us towards sustainability. SES’s current action
areas include sustainable energy and climate solutions, water protection, resource conservation, biodiversity
preservation, and reduction of foxic substances. Our work in Saskatchewan is carried out in Treaties 2, 4, 5, 6, 8,

10, and our office is in Saskatoon on Treaty 6, the traditional territory of Cree peoples and the homeland of the
Métis Nation. Learn more at: www.environmentalsociety.ca

RCE Saskatchewan is a voluntary network of

individuals, organizations, and experts advancing
REGIONAL CENTRE  sustainable development in Saskatchewan.

R C OF EXPERTISE Founded in 2007, RCE Saskatchewan's partners are
ON EDUCATION . . . . .

X For sustainagLe e University of Regina, University of

%) SASKATCHEWAN  DEVELOPMENT Saskatchewan, Saskatchewan Polytechnic, Luther

College at the University of Regina, First Nations

University of Canada, Campion College at the

University of Regina, the City of Regina, City of

Saskatoon, Craik Sustainable Living Project, and United Nations University. Our honourary patron is Her Honour

the Honourable Bernadette Mclintyre, Lieutenant Governor of Saskatchewan. There are more than 190 RCEs
around the globe. Learn more at: www.saskrce.ca
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