Treana Peake:
‘T'm not afraid to
try different things’

The founder of clothing
label and non-profit
organization Obakki

is melding fashion

and philanthropy

BRENDA BOUW

THE LADDER

Treana Peake, a Vancouver-
based fashion designer and phi-
lanthropist, is the creative direc-
tor of the fashion label Obakki
and founder of the Obakki Foun-
dation, which focuses on bring-
ing clean water, education, sus-
tainable agriculture and medical
care across Africa, in particular,
South Sudan, Uganda and Cam-
eroon. Since 2009, the founda-
tion has provided ogoo water
wells and supported more than12
schools. Ms. Peake is married to
Ryan Peake, of the band Nickel-
back, with whom she has two
children.

I was born in Ontario, but the
majority of my life was spent liv-
ing in rural Alberta, in a town
called Hanna. That's also where I
met my husband.

There was no return address. Part
of me wants that person to know
and understand the power of
their super kind actions. On the
other hand, I know that's not
why they did it - for recognition
or praise. They did it because
they cared.

Throughout my life, I've thought
less about the money and more
about the motivation: this beau-
tiful act of kindness done quietly.
It shaped my views on what giv-
ing really means.

I started fundraising at a very
young age. I ran garage sales and
other fundraising events. My
husband grew up in the same
town and started a band. I would
organize concerts and we would
give that money to charity. It was
a very inclusive rural town where
everyone helped each other. It
built me up and made me feel T
could really do anything.

My first real philanthropic trip
was to Romania when I was18. [
met a Canadian military captain
who said he was putting together
a group of people to go and help
with issues around overflowing
hospitals and orphanages. I was
instantly hooked by the work we
were doing.

For most of my childhood, it
was just my mom and me. My
father passed away when I was
quite young. I was an only child.
Our family struggled quite a bit.
We spent some time living with
my grandparents in a one-bed-
room house. It was a humble up-
bringing. We had no running wa-
ter. My grandfather and I would
go to the well to bring water back
to the family. As a child, I don’t
remember noticing or thinking
anything of it. T just remember
being in a family where I was sur-
rounded by love.

I think my philanthropic side
came from something that hap-
pened while T was growing up:
Every vear, around Christmas, a
white envelope of money would
slide under the door to help our
family get through the year. We
never knew who it was from.

I launched Obakki, the fashion
label in 2000. Obakki is a made-
up word. I think people thought
fashion came first. I didn't. T have
been doing philanthropy my en-
tire life. As the fashion brand be-
gan to grow, I realized it could be
a great platform for me to show-
case the philanthropic side of
what I'm doing. I also recognized
that fashion can have a very large
platform, similar to what musi-
cians and actors have. The fash-
ion sales cover the administra-
tion costs of the Obakki Founda-
tion so that 100 per cent of the
donations can go exactly where
we want them to go.

I have always been a creative
person and business-minded.
Fashion has allowed that outlet. I
love putting together the photo
shoots and collections and see-
ing clothing come to life through
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stories. I have a small team of
about 20 people that work on the
fashion side here in my studio in
Vancouver. The challenge is to
push the envelope and come up
with creative campaigns to keep
peoples’ attention. My focus now
is trying to further weave the
fashion into the foundation.

In Bidi Bidi, the world’s largest
refugee camp in Uganda, | met a
group of women who helped me
design a scarf - 100 per cent of
the net proceeds of which go
back to them. They're using their
own two hands to create change
for themselves. T'm looking for
more opportunities like that.
There are some beautiful stories I
can try to weave into creative
products. People want to buy
things that do something good in
the world.

I look to hire people with a
common vision, who are innova-
tive, collaborative and who want
to make a change in the world. [
think there’s a misconception
with non-profits that they're not
modern or creative thinkers. We
are absolutely that. Yes, our pro-
grams in the field are grassroots
but, on this side, we are a for-
ward-thinking, open-minded
and modern company. It's get-
ting harder to fundraise and we
need to come up with creative
ways to present issues to people
and inspire them to be part of it.

I have been told many times
that what I'm envisioning won't
work. I've never been that per-
son. I'm not afraid to try different
things. If this inspires me, moves
me and makes me feel really en-
gaged, then I believe it will allow
others to feel that way.

The best advice T've been given
is simple: To do what's in my
own heart; build my own model
instead of what other people are
doing and trust that T know what
I'm doing. My advice? Don't be
afraid to take the first step.

This interview has been edited
and condensed.
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