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The Cape Breton Labourers Development Company (CBLDC) was organ-

ized as a nonprofit company in late 1987, upon the initiative of three

members of the executive committee of the International Labourers

Union Local 1115, in Sydney, Nova Scotia. It was in December of that year that

the membership of the local voted in a 95 percent majority to tax themselves by

a payroll check-off of 25 cents per hour of work; the proceeds would go to a

benevolent fund to be administered by CBLDC for death, disability, and retire-

ment benefits. But this was to be more than an individual benefit plan.

So long as the monies thus collected were
not required for benefit awards, they
would be lent, interest-free, to a housing
construction fund, also to be operated
within CBLDC. This fund would finance
the construction of affordable homes for
union members. Thus the main activity
of CBLDC today is in fact the finance and
construction of affordable housing, al-
though its charter allows it to engage in
other community business development
projects, as well as administer the benefit
plan. The charter assures also that
CBLDC is completely independent of
the union and accepts the participation of
other unions and business and commu-
nity groups in the check-off benefit and
housing program.

BACKGROUND

When the three members of Local 1115’s
executive committee were elected as a
slate in June 1987, they determined to
use their posts to do more than just run
the union. They wanted to provide a
broader set of services than is usual for a

union. Their first step was to survey the
membership as to their problems and
their hopes, in order to figure out what
would meet the members’ needs most
effectively.

It should be noted that Local 1115
operates in the very depressed economy
of Cape Breton Island. Union member-
ship by no means assures a job. Of the 500
members, often no more than 100 might
be employed at any one time. Of these,
very few are in companies that will be
paying them year around. The off-again,
on-again nature of the construction in-
dustry, which is the main source of jobs
for the members, means that even if one
is lucky enough to be hired on by one or
another company, the term of employ-
ment is limited to a few months in a year,
with only uncertain prospects of being
recalled by the employer when construc-
tion weather begins the next year.

In these circumstances, members can
take on long-term financial obligations
only at great risk. For example, to buy a
house on the usual mortgage arrangement
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is to run the risk of losing the house, the
initial down payment, and all subsequent
payments made on it, if work runs out for
too long a period. This was the experience
of all too many members of Local 1115,
and their fellows tended to avoid the risk
by occupying rental space instead, or per-
haps by saving for many years in order to
buy a house more or less outright.

The member survey highlighted this
problem as one that was felt most keenly.
Members deeply wanted to be able to live
in a home they could call their own - and
not even co-op or condominium apart-
ments fitted this ambition. Indeed that is
a goal shared by many Cape Bretoners, for
there is an especially high home-owner-
ship rate for the island. The union mem-
bers wanted to live in respectable
single-family dwellings that they them-
selves could own, like many of their
neighbours, friends, and relatives. The
three leaders, pondering the results of the
survey in session after session around
their kitchen tables, concluded that the
solution to the housing needs was a fi-
nance scheme that would protect the
home-buyers in times of unemployment.
They also concluded that only the efforts
of the members themselves could solve
the problem. With more discussion
among themselves and the others they
consulted, they hit upon a scheme
through which they would finance each
other by means of a payroll check-off.

THE BENEFIT PLAN

If one element of the scheme was self-re-
liance, another was to reward those work-
ers who financed the housing through
their hourly check-off. The contributions
would be used to build homes, but they
would be paid back in full. Each partici-
pant - that is, each person for whom 25
cents per hour worked is checked off - has
his contributions accounted for in an in-
dividual benefit fund. The check-off is
automatic because it is part of the master
union agreement with the construction

contractors operating in Cape Breton.
The total amount of the contributions

(or a minimum of $500 from the benevo-
lent fund, if the contributions do not total
at least that amount) will be paid off in a
lump sum to the participant in the event
of disability or retirement. Alternatively,
in the event of death before retirement,
the account is paid off to the participant’s
designated beneficiary.

In the plan proposed by CBLDC to
the members of the local, the minimum
of $500 assured those late in their years
of a real advantage in participation, de-
spite a short period before retirement. It
also assured any contributor that, despite
a lack of work, there would indeed be a
benefit eventually. However, no interest
was to be paid to the contributors - no
more so than interest would be paid by
the housing construction fund or by the
home-buyers themselves. A thoroughgo-
ing no-interest position is a basic feature
of the scheme; and of course that makes
possible the least costly housing overall.

A prime reward of the benefit plan is a
ceremonial dinner held each year for re-
tirees of that year. This dinner honours
both the lifetime of work and the contri-
butions made by the worker to the hous-
ing of his fellow workers.

THE HOUSING PLAN

The homes built with financing through
the housing construction fund are slated
each year for a pre-selected list of benefi-
ciaries. These are chosen by the CBLDC
board from a listing of applicants, each of
which is rated in accordance with housing
needs. The rating system uses such crite-
ria as current quality of housing, number
of persons sharing the housing, etc. Sen-
iority of union membership is also re-
warded by points in the rating system.
Because the membership is relatively
small and because the community itself
is small, the living conditions of members
are known to each other, and the CBLDC
staff and board are thus well able to assess

the validity of facts presented by the ap-
plicants.

The selected buyer can choose among
different architectural plans and add fea-
tures or subtract some, with consequent
adjustments to the final price he pays.
The house will be built in the general
locality chosen by the buyer (depending
upon the availability of land). The buyer
may and often does have a piece of land
that he will be allowed to designate as the
site, and this too affects the price to be
charged. Finally, the price is adjusted in
accordance with any labour volunteered
by the buyer, his family, and friends.

The house will be bought under a
lease/purchase agreement that stretches
payments over either a 20-year or 25-year
period, with monthly payments that in-
clude taxes and insurance. (The 25-year
plan was adopted later to handle the high
tax locations that would put the monthly
payments at too high a level on a 20-year
plan.) The purchase price of the house is
the actual cost of materials, labour, land,
and household equipment, plus an ad-
ministrative service charge. The service
charge goes to cover CBLDC’s operating
expenses. (No benevolent fund or hous-
ing construction fund monies may be
used for operating expenses; those mo-
nies are sacrosanct for the purposes des-
ignated.)

Administrative service charges are as-
sessed under the 20-year payment plan at
50 percent of the actual cost of the house,
and at 60 percent under the 25-year plan.
This charge represents an amount analo-
gous to approximately 4 percent interest
on the actual cost of the house. The
charge is added in toto to the initial price
of the house and thus is paid off within
the schedule of regular monthly pay-
ments. Thus operating costs are amor-
tized, so to speak, over the years for all
houses.

This scheme permits the home buyer
to get a single-family home for a total
payment of about $440 per month includ-
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ing all taxes and insurance (and the serv-
ice charge). This monthly payment buys
him a three-bedroom house of approxi-
mately 900-1000 square feet of living
area. The actual cost of construction has
ranged from less than $50,000 to about
$57,000. Most of the first 14 buyers had
or obtained from their families a plot of
land, and this reduced their monthly pay-
ments on the average to about $300.

The low level of local construction
costs and land costs as compared to, say,
Toronto or Halifax, means, of course, that
the overall price paid by the buyer is cor-
respondingly low. But the central cost
reduction to the buyer is the absence of
interest at all stages of the process - no
construction loan interest, no interest on
a down payment loan, no mortgage inter-
est - no interest, period. Even a conven-
tional plan for home lease/purchase
cannot offer this advantage. And, in con-
trast to the conventional lease/purchase
arrangement, the Local 1115 buyer is well
protected against the loss of his house.

First and foremost, the monthly pay-
ments are set so low that even were the
family temporarily on UIC or social assis-
tance, payments are a reasonable propor-
tion of income. (This is an intentional
aspect of the payment schedule.) And
second, the CBLDC board will consider
special circumstances of family need and
allow any missed payments to be attached
to the end of the lease/purchase agree-
ment term. It is thus virtually impossible
for a well-intentioned home-buyer to lose
his home.

In the lease/purchase agreement,
moreover, there are protections for the
purchaser who has contributed land and
labour but for one reason or another will
give up his house. And there are a variety
of provisions - on maintenance level, re-
sale and buy-back, inheritance, early pur-
chase, and the like - to assure a fair
administration of the plan. For example,
re-sale is permitted only after five years,
should the family’s situation change (say,

the member wanted to retire and go into
senior citizens’ housing); and the com-
pany has a first option on the house.

THE FINANCING PROCESS

In the initial year of operation (1988),
check-off collections were, of course, not
expected to be large enough to finance
any construction. Moreover, there were
no revenues that could be used for admin-
istrative purposes. For that year, opera-
tional expenses were borne by a
collaborating and sponsoring organiza-
tion, the Centre for Community Eco-
nomic Development, an advocacy and
service group for development activities
focusing particularly on Cape Breton.
Clearly, no matter how well-designed the
scheme, it would take a long time before
a check-off of 25 cents per hour would
produce enough to begin building houses.

In the meantime, CBLDC pursued
funding from government and other
sources that would provide the program
with a kick-start while the check-off con-
tributions accumulated to the point
where they could be reasonably lent for
the housing construction fund. In effect,
CBLDC set out to seek partners who
would be appropriately impressed by the
self-reliance of the overall scheme and
the fact that if planned carefully, it could
project a construction program indefi-
nitely into the future. Right away, point-
ing to its long-term potential with
reliance upon the participants’ own re-
sources, CBLDC raised interest-free
loans and outright contributions of about
$25,000 from church groups. This made
it possible to begin construction of their
first house in the late fall of 1988, their
first full year of operation.

In the late winter in 1989 CBLDC
completed construction on that first
house. At a gala ceremony marking the
occasion, the house was turned over to a
family of seven, who had been rated first
on the board’s rating system. In the
course of the ceremony, CBLDC also in-
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troduced a representative of the head-
quarters of the International Labourers
Union in Washington, D.C., who pre-
sented a check for a 15-year $200,000
interest-free loan. The loan was exclu-
sively for housing construction, with the
initial payback installment scheduled for
1996.

So CBLDC had the necessary kick-
start to begin building more houses that
same year. But within months they also
received another interest-free loan,
$200,000 for a 10-year term, from Enter-
prise Cape Breton Corporation, the fed-
eral development agency for the island.
From both sources, funds were thus in
hand to build eight houses, more indeed
than the group could manage to get going
in one year. It meant that they could plan
on keeping busy with four in 1989 and
another four in the following year. Yet
that was not to be the end of their ability
to attract partners.

In the following year they obtained an
8-year $200,000 interest-free loan from
the provincial housing department.
Then, shortly, they received a $300,000
grant from Canada Employment and Im-
migration Commission. For the near
term, construction funding was no prob-
lem. In fact, CBLDC drew down only
$180,000 of its ECBC loan, before the
first scheduled repayment installment
was due. The CEIC grant permitted
them to construct five houses and buy
ahead three extra lots. In addition, these
houses meant unencumbered income
that could be used for operating ex-
penses; there was no loan to be paid off.
So once the houses were transferred to
the buyers in 1991, the monthly pay-
ments, except for what had to go to taxes
and insurance (varying from about $75 to
about $125), approximately $1000/month
could be counted upon to pay bills.

However, until late 1991 none of these
funds were accessible for operating ex-
penses. For the first three years of opera-
tion, many administrative costs were

borne by the Centre for Community Eco-
nomic Development, which also contin-
ued to help CBLDC in its successful
search for loan funds. But the Centre
itself was not able to maintain administra-
tive support indefinitely, and fortunately
the swift influx of loan funds meant that
CBLDC could place its unused dollars
temporarily in term deposits and use that
interest for a small portion of the operat-
ing costs. (The organization had no com-
punctions against earning interest from
the banks!)

Nevertheless, even since 1991 operat-
ing income has not been sufficient to pay
the staff full salaries. And much of the
work of the group was done and continues
to be done by the three leaders on a
voluntary basis. The chairman of the
board, originally head of the local, earns a
salary solely as the CBLDC construction
supervisor (and chief carpenter), and this
usually amounts to about 12 weeks of
full-time pay, with the most of the rest of
his time donated both to CBLDC and to
the expenses of the homes under con-
struction. Essentially the same arrange-
ment has been true for the other two
founders, one of whom is the purchasing
agent and handles all tenders, while the
other is office manager (in effect, the
chief operating officer).

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

The collaboration of the three men con-
tinues to be close, and virtually all oper-
ating decisions are made by consensus.
The board is the source of policy and of
such decisions as who will be approved for
a home in the current year, how to handle
the occasional delayed or delinquent ac-
count, and which electrical, plumbing,
etc., bids will be accepted in response to
the tenders issued. The board of directors
includes, as well as the three founders,
two representatives of the local council of
churches, someone selected by the union
membership, a representative from the
Centre for Community Economic Devel-

opment, and, from time to time, divers
other local people in business or law or
other potentially helpful specialities, for
a total of at least eight.

Clerical and bookkeeping services
were initially performed by Centre staff
or by local college student volunteers, but
the office manager has taken training in
computers, typing, bookkeeping, etc., so
as to handle some of the chores. Now
there is a part-time office assistant for the
major basic responsibilities. However, it
must be emphasized that much of the
work is still done on a volunteer basis.

The estimated total operational ex-
penses, if costed out in conventional
terms, cannot be met out of the revenue
stream for “administrative services” (and
the grant-financed homes) until the
number of houses reaches about 65. If
about $100 was the monthly payment for
such services, $100 times 12 months
times 60 houses would equal approxi-
mately $72,000 annually, with the 5
grant-financed homes adding about
$18,000, for a total of around $90,000.
Also, once any loans were paid off, the
monthly payments on homes thus fi-
nanced would be accessible for operating
expenses. Some term-deposit interest in-
come would supplement this. Currently
the total operating expenses are about
$80,000, but with the staff being paid
somewhat less than half-time. 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS

CBLDC has designed an inventive fi-
nancing tool, replicable throughout Can-
ada. As such, it has received recognition
both in Canada and the United States.
The National Congress for Community
Economic Development, a U.S. associa-
tion, awarded CBLDC its prize for inno-
vation in the field in March 1990. And
later that same year, CBLDC received
the biennial national award (in the field
of “finance and tenure” for housing young
families) from Canada Mortgage and
Housing Commission. What attracted
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both awards was the feature of inde-
pendence over the long term from any
government or other support. This fea-
ture of self-reliance has, paradoxically,
encouraged outside support so that
CBLDC has been able to take off swiftly
into a substantial housing construction
program.

To date 17 houses are occupied by
participants; the last was turned over to
the buyer in November. These represent
$1.7 million in assets, with no mortgages
or other liabilities attached. All the no-in-
terest loans appear to be secure in terms
of the revenue stream of monthly pay-
ments on the individual houses; repay-
ments are being made from funds on hand
for the provincial and federal loans, and
the first $50,000 payment on the ILU
loan is not due for four years, a reasonable
prospect.

CBLDC has carefully projected its fi-
nances to handle the interlocking and
potentially conflicting demands of loan
repayments, benefit awards, and opera-
tional expenses, as well as the basic task
of building affordable housing. There is
now no reason why it cannot continue
building approximately about four houses
a year into the indefinite future, without
any new support, relying only on new
funds from its check-off system. Check-
off contributions, accumulating since
June 1988, total as of this writing about
$300,000. These constitute, of course, a
liability for benefit payments, and that
liability is insured up to $1 million at
present.

The home construction itself is a job-
creating activity in a locally depressed
economy. Approximately 1000 person-
days of work is represented by each home
that is built - according to the applicable
Nova Scotia housing estimates - though
productivity at CBLDC seems higher and
the number of persondays therefore
somewhat lower. In addition, CBLDC
has also acted as sponsor, supervisor, and
contractor for three additional houses

built under a CMHC program for rural
housing, thus promoting more workdays.

Approximately 80 percent of the la-
bour on all the houses is directly organ-
ized by CBLDC (occasionally through
subsidized short-term training programs
and through the home-buyer’s contrib-
uted services, but generally simply by
wages to local members). The other 20
percent is by local jobbers - very small
companies in electrical or plumbing work,
etc. These are essentially one-man com-
panies, ordinarily headed by a union
member of the specialized trade con-
cerned. Union bidders of equal quality are
preferred even if their bid is higher, as
long as it is no more than ten percent
higher. When all is said and done, union
labour ends up performing perhaps 95
percent of the work.

CBLDC has thus made overall a sig-
nificant contribution to the community
economic development of its locality.
Specifically, it has revived a moribund
industrial sector, namely, the construc-
tion of affordable family housing, which
has been virtually absent for years in Cape
Breton and increasingly so throughout
the nation as a whole. In the instance of
Cape Breton, the organizations that had
in the past concentrated on affordable
housing are either no longer active or
rarely active, due to the reduction in fed-
eral and provincial support. Here now is a
practical way to supplement scarce gov-
ernment funds throughout the country
for the essential provision of affordable
family housing.

In summary, the direct and indirect
benefits of CBLDC’s work are multiple
and fundamental. In the course of reviv-
ing the industry, CBLDC makes new jobs
available to people who have been suffer-
ing in the general construction decline. It
creates new markets for the small con-
struction subcontractors and also for
home-related suppliers. It establishes
new property values for the community,
enhancing the tax base. Most important,
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perhaps, it offers the essential amenity of
dignified and decent housing for families
who otherwise struggle under the stress
of the poor housing conditions that too
often create health, welfare, and justice
system problems. In short, CBLDC offers
a model program for economic and social
progress, arising from local energy and
based upon self-reliance.

POLICY & PRACTICE ISSUES

The success of CBLDC should not ob-
scure cautionary issues in this innovative
model. Most of these issues revolve
around the very problem that CBLDC
addresses: the financing of affordable
housing. Despite CBLDC’s innovation,
affordable housing remains, for CBLDC
and the nation as a whole, a vexing prob-
lem. A construction program of about four
houses a year is very limited. An expanded
program would require resources outside
Local 1115 and CBLDC. Indeed, even
the four houses per year has depended
upon the aid of partners.

CBLDC got off to a quick start, only
because of outside support. Initially, the
support of the Centre for Community
Economic Development was critical; and
the CBLDC case illustrates the crucial
role that is often played by a so-called
intermediary organization in this field.
CCED provided operational funds, ad-
ministrative support services, general
counsel, and considerable assistance in
the fund-raising process. The major out-
side funds from government agencies and
the national union have, of course, been
an essential part of CBLDC’s success.
Even though, at base, the scheme is
founded on self-help, it must be recog-
nized that partnerships have been crucial.
Nevertheless, it seems clear that the
revenues tapped by the check-off system
and the image of self-reliance that it em-
bodies can be a powerful lever for induc-
ing that outside support. 

It is also important to recognize that
the actual cost of the houses is being

subsidized by volunteer services at all lev-
els, not least from the founders them-
selves. Thus a variety of sources of
nonfinancial support must also be seen as
involved in the success of this model.
This wide range of support is a basic fea-
ture of all efforts in community-based
economic development. That is, the com-
munity-based approach is, at bottom, a
matter of mobilizing resources of all
kinds, not just dollars, and from all possi-
ble sources, both local and outside.

One financial subsidy seems too oner-
ous. Inherent in the check-off system and
the benevolent fund is a very substantial
financial subsidy by the local check-off
participants: they receive no return on
the capital they contribute. Any interest
earned by the reserves goes for operating
expenses. Is there a way in which at least
the reserves held back in the benevolent
fund (reserves not allocated to the hous-
ing construction fund) can provide some
return to the contributors? How might
this arrangement qualify for RRSP status
at the very least, thus sheltering the
wages represented by the 25 cents per
hour foregone? CBLDC has not system-
atically addressed this question, perhaps
because meeting the costs of the organi-
zation is currently dependent partially
upon the term deposit interest. A study
might indicate some attractive possibili-
ties within the current tax structure for
return on the contributed capital, or alter-
natively might indicate legislative adjust-
ments to that structure, so that the model
is more readily replicable.

Another onerous subsidy is nonfinan-
cial. The year-round work of the three
founders, who receive compensation for
less than half-time annually - from about
twelve weeks paid full-time and the rest
on perhaps a day per week of additional
wages thereafter. The year after year
grind of that sort of effort is a likely hin-
drance to expecting others to repeat the
CBLDC model.

For CBLDC itself, expansion of par-

ticipation is the key to increased housing
production, but it is also key to a revenue
stream that will make volunteer effort no
longer so essential to meet operational
expenses. With more houses, there is
more income generated by the adminis-
trative service charge paid in the monthly
installments. Of course, all this would be
resolved if there was higher employment
for Local 1115 members, so that the
check-off stream would be enhanced.
Otherwise, other unions would seem to
be the most likely targets for widened
participation.

Despite energetic campaigning, none
of the other Cape Breton unions have
expressed serious interest. Preliminary
inquiry by CBLDC has suggested that
the teachers union and the public school
systems might eventually be the most
likely potential participants. It is true
that many of these people (and indeed
the people in many other potential par-
ticipant groups) already own homes, and
this raises the question of whether the
ultimate benefit of the program - a home
of one’s own - is relevant to them. How-
ever, participation by those who already
own a home may not be a major obstacle,
since the system can work quite readily
by buying out an outstanding mortgage
and thus offering the home-owner/buyer
the advantage of the CBLDC lease/pur-
chase arrangement and its risk-reduction
features.

On the surface, the model is definitely
replicable. However, it is also true that
despite the efforts of the founders to
spread the idea in various local, regional,
and national settings, the CBLDC ap-
proach has not been taken up by any
others. A systematic examination of the
conditions behind this fact should reveal
how and where the benefits of the
CBLDC innovation can be spread. �
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