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HRDA Enterprises Ltd. is the wholly-owned subsidiary and operating

arm of the Human Resources Development Association of Halifax, N.S.

The Association was organized in 1978 as a nonprofit to serve those on

social assistance (and other disadvantaged persons) by providing jobs and/or

training. The subsidiary was established a few months later. One of the main

reasons it was established was to provide a company structure - as opposed to an

association - for such functions as obtaining business credit lines with banks.

HRDA had learned that the banks would not provide that credit to nonprofit

associations. While HRDA Enterprises Ltd. is actually not-for-profit (all surpluses

are reinvested in the HRDA programs), as a company it nevertheless provides a

business format that satisfies conventional bank practices.

The central feature and guiding principle
of HRDA can best be understood from
the experiences of some social assistance
recipients in 1978. As part of a work
preparation and placement plan, they had
been assigned to jobs within the Social
Planning Department of the City of Hali-
fax. After some weeks of steady work,
they told their supervisors that they did
not see why they should continue to re-
ceive welfare cheques when in fact they
were working full-time in regular jobs
within the Department’s program. They
pointed out that each week they had to
present a social assistance cheque to the
bank for cashing, even though they were
full-time workers. The practice under-
mined their self-respect as workers.

At that point, the Halifax Director of
Social Planning, Harold Crowell, decided
to create a way for those on transfer pay-
ments to get the self-respect and wages

they deserved for the work they per-
formed. Together with colleagues from
the business community and from the
city government, he formed HRDA to
create businesses that would employ peo-
ple from the social assistance rolls. HRDA
would also provide training in order to
qualify welfare recipients and others for
regular jobs. The HRDA initiative is now
firmly recognized by the City as a way to
reduce its welfare budget.

BACKGROUND

Halifax is no different except in size from
any other municipality in Nova Scotia:
Even though it pays only half the cost of
each welfare recipient’s subsistence and
services, with the provincial and federal
governments each paying one-quarter,
social welfare costs are a major item of the
municipal budget.

These days approximately 2700 Hali-
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gonians at any one time are receiving wel-
fare cheques. Halifax has to budget
$21,000,000 for their support, not includ-
ing administrative expenses. This pays
(for those without dependents) approxi-
mately $6,600 a year for each person as-
sisted, although persons with different
needs and eligibilities receive, of course,
different allocations. The total budget of
the Social Planning Office of the city is
$53,000,000.

For decades now it has been well-es-
tablished by careful and systematic re-
search that most welfare recipients would
rather have a job than live on the dole. But
jobs that pay a living wage (including the
expenses associated with working, like
childcare and transportation) are not very
accessible to the overwhelming number
of recipients who could work. It is also
well-established that, nevertheless, many
manage to get off welfare, though gener-
ally only for short periods; so there is a
constant movement back and forth. Of
course, many are more or less perma-
nently on welfare, disabled in one way or
another. But in Halifax, HRDA estimates
that approximately 1000 of the average
2700 on the rolls are fully employable. An
additional 500 recipients of other types of
transfer payment would be employable,
given the appropriate training and support.

The key, of course, is a job that fits the
initial capacity and aspirations of the per-
son in need. On occasion, such people
with luck do directly find a job on their
own, or with assistance. In other circum-
stances, only with appropriate training is
a job possible. Thus, almost all Canadian
programs supporting the unemployed
provide one or more services to the job
seeker: job preparation, job search assis-
tance, job training, or placement services.
But all of these assume that there are
open positions waiting to be filled and
paying enough to fit the basic needs of
each job-seeker - which is just not true.

To fill the job gap, some organizations,
with government subsidies, offer short-

term, make-work positions. Everyone
agrees that these are a poor substitute for
the real thing. Only a program in commu-
nity economic development (CED) adds
the function of creating permanent jobs,
through some form of business develop-
ment activity. It is that extra function
that HRDA has undertaken to perform.

It should be emphasized that the work
of HRDA is clearly included in the man-
date of the Halifax Department of Social
Planning. In fact, Crowell had originally
been recruited to reorganize the depart-
ment and come up with new programs to
reduce costs. What in other settings is
simply a welfare administration, in Hali-
fax has evolved into a department of train-
ing and job creation as well. The
department is encouraged to engage in
any of these activities on behalf of a wel-
fare client so long as it will end up costing
less than the standard welfare grant.
HRDA’s process of starting businesses
has turned out to be clearly cheaper (as
will be described), but job creation is
accompanied by careful attention to
training.

TRAINING PROGRAMS

HRDA has always operated training pro-
grams, some quite formal, others informal
(such as an on-the-job clerical placement
in the central offices). In 1986 a Training
Division was formally organized and ad-
ministered the so-called Options pro-
gram, which offers a wide range of job
preparation and training opportunities.
Each training program since then has
been directed at one of three possible
goals: to provide HRDA divisions with
sufficiently skilled staff from the target
group; to assist trainees to get into other
training programs; or to provide an entry
into the job market outside HRDA.

The appointment of the training di-
rector to the position of general manager
in 1989 started the integration of training
and business operations. It is now stand-
ard procedure for the manager of any

HRDA venture to help design training
that will prepare potential recruits for
her/his particular venture. In some in-
stances, the training is tailored to fill par-
ticular slots. At other times, it may be an
upgrading program for someone already
on staff. When a person is hired by HRDA
directly from the social assistance rolls,
the first year of employment involves a
combination of on-the-job training and
classroom training.

The major effort of the Training Divi-
sion continues to be in the Options pro-
gram, which is designed to help both
adults and young people to surmount ob-
stacles in their personal, educational, and
vocational experience. Life skills train-
ing, individual counselling, temporary
work placements, and specialized skills
training are among the options used. Sev-
eral hundred trainees have gone through
this program since 1986, with a substan-
tial number proceeding on to jobs or to
further training after completion of their
stint at Options. Generally, about 125 are
enrolled in Options each year, with about
60 percent going on to further training or
directly into a job.

BUSINESS CREATION AT HRDA

While training has always been an integral
part of the HRDA strategy, business de-
velopment has clearly been its outstand-
ing initiative. The success/failure record
deserves careful scrutiny by all those who
have chosen the CED approach to serve
a disadvantaged community and its resi-
dents. Starting a business is never a
straightforward task with some reason-
able prospect of success for those who are
willing to put in a lot of effort. If it was, a
lot more businesses would get started, a
lot more (presumably) would succeed -
and a lot more jobs would be created. But
creating a business is a steep and uncer-
tain climb. Within the first five years it
ends in failure for about 80 percent of all
new ventures. Many fail because the en-
trepreneur did not figure out how to man-

Tools, Strategies, & Structures

91



age the business appropriately. Many oth-
ers expire because the business was not
adequately capitalized from the beginning.

Crowell, as the chairman and organizer
of HRDA, was a social worker, not a busi-
nessperson. How did he propose to
choose, create, and manage profitable
businesses which would hire the people
who were his clients? And where was the
capital to come from? HRDA’s creative
solution to these problems in business
development makes this organization an
outstanding and stimulating model for all
CED groups.

For HRDA the answer to the first
question lay in bringing together the req-
uisite skills in its management group: the
board of directors, the general manager,
and the individual venture managers.
The initial board members brought to the
business development task specialized
backgrounds in business, industry, fi-
nance, law, and engineering. It was these
skills that made it possible for HRDA to
approach the business creation process
with some sophistication. As Crowell re-
ports it, “In each development situation,
there has always been a Board member
who has come through in a different way
to make the project successful.” He goes
on to say, “In my life, it is the keenest
group of people I have ever had a chance
to work with. I am always surrounded by
people who make me look good!”

At the same time, it has undoubtedly
been the leadership skills of the chairman
(together with top-drawer staff) that
have created the portfolio of successful
businesses. For one thing, membership of
the board has undergone turnover. Al-
though most board members have stayed
on for six or seven years, today only Crow-
ell and one other (who is also the Director
of Finance for the City of Halifax) remain
from the original board. And over the four-
teen years of operation there has also
been some turnover in the general man-
ager’s post, despite each person’s contri-
butions while they were on staff.

Today’s occupant of the manager’s
post, Doreen Parsons, was by original
training and experience an education spe-
cialist. She had headed up HRDA’s train-
ing programs for some years before she
was tapped to run the organization over-
all. She symbolizes in her work what com-
munity economic development must be:
a combination of both social/human de-
velopment and business development. It
is that combination, in staff and board
composition and skills, that underlies
HRDA’s success.

HRDA’s solution for the other major
issue in business development, mobiliza-
tion of capital, is undoubtedly the most
innovative aspect of this CED model.
The initial capital was the transfer pay-
ment funds themselves. In essence, wel-
fare cheques were used to capitalize
ventures which, by selling goods and serv-
ices in the marketplace, could provide
real salary cheques to former welfare re-
cipients. It should also be noted that
there was an indirect subsidy in the city
salaries which paid for the time that the
department spent on organizing HRDA.

Initially the City permitted Crowell to
allocate $275,000 to HRDA from his di-
rect social assistance budget on the com-
mitment that he would save the city at
least that much in individual transfer pay-
ments. With those funds and additional
one-time grants from the provincial and
the federal governments, he and his asso-
ciates set about establishing some job-
creating private businesses.

Eventually the HRDA process evolved
into a standard policy of the Halifax social
assistance program to provide a “fee for
service” to any private business for each
welfare recipient it hired for a 1-year pe-
riod. The fee paid to a business by the city
is allocated from the welfare dollars that
the city would otherwise have paid to the
employee in that year. The fee for service
varies according to the particular job in
which the welfare recipient is hired, but
it is computed as 50 percent of the wages
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and 50 percent of the benefits for the job
position filled, for the first year of em-
ployment. (It is assumed that by the end
of that initial year, the person is fully
productive and no further subsidy will be
required.)

Now using this fee-for-service ar-
rangement, HRDA has to date started 13
businesses to hire those most in need of
jobs. Over time, four of these businesses
have failed. Three more were sold off to
their employees. The surpluses from the
remaining six, however, are big enough to
provide a base from which other ventures
can be launched. In short, HRDA has
apparently established itself more or less
permanently as a venture capitalist in
service to those on social assistance.

THE BUSINESSES & THEIR
EMPLOYEES

In all but one instance, HRDA has chosen
its businesses more through chance than
by plan. HRDA can be considered to have
used a strategy of opportunity rather than
a strategy of planned selection. A business
may be started because someone in the
HRDA family has a special talent or interest
in a particular business sector, or someone
hears of a business that is for sale.

For example, one of the earliest busi-
nesses was a “Rent-a-Wreck” franchise. It
was undoubtedly chosen because the
then-manager was a car buff and knew the
ins and outs of keeping cars on the road.
The most recent venture is a financially
troubled bakery which had employed ex-
mental patients but was unable to make
a go of it. HRDA’s general manager re-
viewed feasibility data that made it a rea-
sonable prospect for profitable operation,
still employing ex-mental patients.

Of course, in all instances, the busi-
nesses are selected because at least the
majority of jobs can be appropriately filled
from the ranks of the disadvantaged, es-
pecially welfare recipients. As the busi-
nesses proceed, the proportions of target
group employees may change in order to

make sure the requisite skills are avail-
able or to make room for more target
group employees. From available statis-
tics the percentage of target employees
overall hired in any one year has ranged
from a high of 65 percent in 1984 (when
total employment was smaller) to a low of
41 percent in 1989, with 1991 figures at
59 percent.

Magna Industrial Services is one of the
earliest HRDA ventures. It is involved in
commercial janitorial and labour activi-
ties, snow removal, lawn services, prop-
erty clean-ups, and casual labour
contracts. The jobs are basically entry
level. People can come in directly from
welfare without prior training, although
in some instances the recruits may have
gone through job preparedness courses.
The company represents a useful starting
place for those without employment his-
tories. It is able to send many people off
to better jobs either within HRDA or
outside it. Although the number of em-
ployees has varied over the years and
throughout any one year, it recently
achieved a monthly average of 90, with
about 70 percent of the workers at any
one time recruited from the target group.
It is at a lower employment level in the
past year, but still about 67 percent are
target group employees. Magna generally
contributes a modest profit to the HRDA
consolidated financial picture.

Skyline Painters, which, until the re-
cent construction downturn, had been an
outstanding producer of profits for
HRDA from commercial and industrial
painting contracts, has evolved into a pay-
roll of mostly journeymen painters. It was
discovered that the company could not
give adequate service without a prepon-
derance of skilled painters. However,
even with the decline in its business and
in all employees, about 9 percent are cur-
rently target group members.

Another venture, the Property Serv-
ices division of HRDA, does security and
maintenance work on contract for com-

mercial and residential properties. Virtu-
ally all its 15-20 workers derive from the
target group. Over the last 12 months,
however, that has fallen a bit to 87 per-
cent. Nova Sewing Contractors, making
clothing, tablecloths, parachutes for
sonobuoys, and other articles, had for a
time employed approximately the same
number with about 70 percent from the
target group. Nova had been a fairly prof-
itable operation until it lost a major para-
chute contract last year. It has just
regained that contract but was forced to
cut its bid to do so and thus will not be as
profitable as before. In recent months,
without that contract, which requires
some low-skill functions, Nova has not
employed any target group members. It
will do so again in early 1993 when it
begins on the new contract.

Enviro-Care Services is the exception
to the opportunistic strategy of business
development for HRDA. It was a deliber-
ate decision of the board, after study, to
seek out a venture that could take advan-
tage of the growth curve in environmen-
tally-oriented business. In fact, HRDA
engaged a staff member to research this
field over a 2-year period, during which
time he performed other duties, includ-
ing managing a couple of minor contracts
in recycling newspapers and the like. The
end result was the establishment of a
major new division that recently won a
5-year contract with the Halifax-Dart-
mouth Metropolitan Authority to manage
the new Metro Recycling Plant and mar-
ket the recycled materials. Over the last
12 months, about 80 percent of Enviro-
Care Services staff have come from the
target group, hired from all Metro munici-
palities.

Actually, HRDA had bid in a joint ven-
ture to design, construct, own, and oper-
ate a plant to perform recycling services
for the Authority. HRDA’s partner (hav-
ing greater financial resources) was to fi-
nance and carry out the construction
phase. Ultimately, however, the Author-
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ity decided to buy the building after it was
completed. HRDA ended up with the
operating contract. But it also ended up
with a successful record of participation
in a major joint venture with a private
partner.

The sixth current business, Stone
Hearth Bakery, is just starting up.

PROJECTS FOR GOTTINGEN STREET

HRDA describes itself as a community
economic development corporation, but
it departs from the usual CDC in two
respects. First, it is less concerned with
developing a specific delimited locale or
community than with helping a specific
needful group in that community: the
disadvantaged residents who are on social
assistance or other transfer payments.
Nor does HRDA restrict its work to city
residents. For example, Options pro-
grams, funded by the provincial and fed-
eral governments, are open to residents of
the County of Halifax as well as of the
city. It is true that the demarcation be-
tween the city and its environs is purely
arbitrary so far as the movement of disad-
vantaged citizens is concerned. But it is
also true that HRDA is not like other
CDCs in their special concern for wider
development activities in their communi-
ties. (Of course, the city fee-for-service
arrangement applies only to Halifax resi-
dents.)

Second, the governing body of HRDA
is self-selected, without a direct attempt
to represent the constituency it seeks to
serve. In fact, the bylaws of the organiza-
tion provide that a majority of the board
is selected by the Halifax Director of So-
cial Planning. Thus, the usual level of
self-determination by constituents or
citizens is effectively absent. Repre-
sentation is effected through the elected
City Council’s direction and monitoring
of the municipal department concerned.
Since the city originally financed HRDA
in the risk-taking entrepreneurial step, it
is understandable that the corporate by-

laws provide control measures to safe-
guard the city’s investment. These meas-
ures are a major feature distinguishing
HRDA from other CDCs.

HRDA’s leaders, Crowell particularly,
have been sensitive to their idiosyncratic
CDC format. In 1988, they sought to root
HRDA at least in part in one of Halifax’s
deteriorated neighbourhoods, the Got-
tingen Street area. Typical of inner-city
neighbourhoods, Gottingen’s residents
are mainly low-income. Educational lev-
els are low. There is a disadvantaged eth-
nic or racial concentration. The city has
chosen the location for low-income hous-
ing projects, and commercial estab-
lishments are generally marginal, or even
empty and boarded up. Services are in
decline. Outside developers and specula-
tors let their property deteriorate in an-
ticipation of later returns. In short, the
neighbourhood, like all communities
served by CDCs, needs comprehensive
community development attention.

Gottingen Street was thus an appro-
priate target for HRDA development ac-
tivity. The group received a 3-year grant
from the provincial Department of Small
Business Development to conduct a busi-
ness revival program through efforts of a
community development worker. The
first incumbent started a series of group
meetings of residents, merchants, and
representatives of the local institutions,
in the hope that the group would define
a broad course of action for community
renewal. However, the group never took
hold to consolidate its efforts. By the next
year, when a new community worker was
assigned (the previous one being trans-
ferred to carry out HRDA’s environ-
mental industry research), the local
merchants association had settled on a
“mainstreet” improvement program.
Various cultural activities were also being
promoted, including summer programs
for youth. In the second year, in addition,
a business loan fund was established to
assist residents (usually minority people)
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in the development of their own small
ventures.

At the end of the 3-year period, in the
absence of continued funding, HRDA
gave up its attempt to organize a grass-
roots group, but it has maintained the
loan fund. To date, five new small busi-
nesses have obtained loans and received
technical assistance from HRDA staff and
board members. Of these, four are still
operating.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS

Apart from the four resident businesses
in the Gottingen Street district, HRDA
has successfully maintained five of its
own ventures, with a sixth just coming on
line. As described earlier, seven others
have folded or were sold to their employ-
ees. The car rental agency was taken over
by HRDA’s original general manager
when he left the organization. A carpet
cleaning business was also sold - to its
manager - when projections did not sug-
gest profitability at a larger scale under
the HRDA umbrella. A third venture, the
Domestic Appliance Repair Service, was
also sold off.

Financially, HRDA is today in good
shape. Within the last two years, by care-
ful management, it has retired about
$350,000 in bank credits. Now with about
$150,000 still remaining and a reasonable
mortgage on its central administration
building, the organization is poised for
major new initiatives. In fact, at this writ-
ing, it had made an offer on a residential
hotel. The building is a potential setting
for young people (e.g., international stu-
dents and other homeless persons) and
for a variety of arts and cultural projects
and businesses.

In addition to the 12 training programs
HRDA has developed and operated since
1986, the major accomplishment of the
organization is its internal job results.
Since 1978 HRDA has been able to hire
about 1100 people from its target group.
Some are still with HRDA or its divisions,

but most have left for other jobs. Cur-
rently, approximately 70 former social as-
sistance recipients are employed at
HRDA. An additional 45 are in their first
year off the rolls and under the “fee-for-
service” arrangement with the city. (The
total staff at HRDA is currently a little
over 120.)

Wages are competitive with the stand-
ard industry rate for the particular job
position. They thus range from about
$5.50 per hour to about $10 per hour for
jobs to which welfare recipients are typi-
cally recruited. Social assistance policies
may provide topping up dollars for those
with special needs (such as childcare) but
that is established independently by the
city welfare workers.

For the city there has been a saving in
welfare costs for each single person who
goes into an HRDA entry level job. (At
$5.50 an hour, with benefits, they earn
about $1000 a month.) To a single person,
the city pays about $550 a month (which
might be figured as a 40-hour per week
wage of only a little more than $3 an
hour). Those with dependents receive
more, of course. A single parent of one, for
example, is paid an equivalent of $7 per
hour. Under the system, no one is penal-
ized financially by leaving welfare and
taking a job with HRDA. Thus both job-
taker and the city gain in the process.

Regular jobs by themselves, however,
are only the most measurable indicator of
HRDA’s impact on the lives of the former
welfare recipients. Surely a less visible
but very significant impact can be re-
corded in the histories of the families
affected. HRDA staff have many stories
to tell about the successes of the employ-
ees. One young man from a single-parent
family began with HRDA in 1988 as a
labourer and within a year or so was en-
rolled in the Nova Scotia College of Art
and Design. He still works for HRDA
part-time while he is finishing his college
program. There are many stories of em-
ployees who have risen to supervisory po-

sitions in the HRDA companies. And one
maintenance supervisor has moved on to
a permanent position in a bank. Another
man, married with two children, came to
HRDA with many financial problems,
poor housing, and sickness in the family,
made desperate by an unfruitful search
for work. A conscientious and hardwork-
ing employee, he has now been with
HRDA for more than two years during
which time HRDA has also helped him
gain access to better housing.

POLICY & PRACTICE ISSUES

There are many significant issues raised
by the HRDA experience, of which only
five or so are considered here. Each of
these is as relevant to the practitioner as
it is to the policy-maker in CED, and each
of them has in fact been pinpointed by
HRDA itself.
§ How should a local business develop-

ment strategy be designed to confront
a changing economy and the related
global competition?

HRDA itself must think through this
question, bearing in mind its own experi-
ence. Enviro-care Services may be in a
growth field, but the record of Nova Sew-
ing shows the vulnerability of choosing an
industry in which threats are likely from
low-wage competitors, especially from
foreign sources. When Nova lost its para-
chute contract, that work represented
about 70 percent of its sales volume. The
loss was probably because the competitor
could use lower wages and could rely
upon a spread from multi-national con-
tracts.

Can a CED group compete in that
economic environment? For Nova, there
may be two answers to viability. Techno-
logical re-design will inevitably reduce
the number of target group and other
employees required. Another option is to
carve out a very special market niche for
the higher-cost hand labour that is now its
base. Since specialized market niches
have a habit of disappearing, especially in
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the clothing/sewing industry, neither al-
ternative may be attractive.

In an overall strategy of business de-
velopment, can a CED group rely upon
the opportunistic approach, as HRDA has
in the past? In the instance of Skyline
Painters, a local high rate of construction
at first meant that the company could
reap good profits. But the firm is espe-
cially vulnerable to cyclical trends and is
now suffering from the recession. For an
organization committed to providing em-
ployment, Skyline raises the question of
how to maintain employees. Shift them
from one industry to another, perhaps? Or
is it possible to choose to invest only in a
business that is more stable and can ride
the waves of the business cycle?

Business development is a central part
of any CED program. So these questions
are critical to the way in which CED
groups will proceed. If anything, HRDA’s
outstanding success may be not so reas-
suring as it is worrisome in the long run.
To influence the fate of a declining com-
munity or by-passed population requires
well-established CED institutions that
can continue to make an impact, not just
operate for a limited period.

Many businesses created by CED
groups, like Skyline, Property Services,
and Magna Industrial Services depend on
local markets in sectors in which outside
companies may not as easily compete. But
these markets are also more vulnerable to
the forces of local decline or general na-
tional recession. To enter instead into
fields that are open to global competition
simply opts for a different set of risks.
Perhaps the most practical conclusion
to be drawn from this set of pros and
cons is that CED groups must have the
technical staff and board resources to
analyze and assess the risks of the
strategies and choices they make in
business development.
§ Can transfer fund budgets suffice as

venture capital for an expanding CED
program?

The most creative element of the HRDA
model is the way it tapped a new source
of capital for local business development.
The kick-start provided by HRDA’s origi-
nal capital budget of $275,000 was inno-
vative and crucial, and the continuing
availability of the “fee-for-service” alloca-
tions for each new social assistance hire
offers an institutionalized procedure for
accessing capital. On an average in recent
years, HRDA has received about
$200,000 annually for 50 new welfare
hires each year.

However, the impact of the number of
jobs created to date must be recognized
as minor. An expanding program of more
new ventures must be launched. The
amounts represented by individual wel-
fare grants are not sufficient for an ever-
increasing business development effort.
Ordinarily, they should be seen as under-
writing the usually lower productivity of
the many employees who are new to the
working world. Therefore, HRDA’s lead-
ers are turning to the task of designing
new capital sources in conjunction with
other Nova Scotia CED groups.
§ Can the HRDA model be replicated in

other municipal settings?
Even with the restrictions inherent in a
transfer fund budget, the Halifax experi-
ence cries out for application in other
job-starved communities served by CED
groups. But HRDA is still not as well-
known as it should be for its creativity and
success. As yet, no systematic attempt
has been made to duplicate its achieve-
ments elsewhere. A U.S. reporter on the
HRDA case has promoted it in the States
for some years without success. More to
the point, no one in Canada has built
upon the HRDA foundation.

It may be that the model is most ap-
propriately applied in a metropolitan set-
ting. There, local markets are large
enough to launch such ventures as Magna
Industrial Services, which depend on
larger commercial contracts. So the
model may not be as attractive to smaller
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ence cries out for application

in other job-starved commu-

nities served by CED

groups. Yet no systematic

attempt has been made to

duplicate these achievements

elsewhere.  A U.S. reporter

has promoted it in the States

for some years without

success. More to the point, no

one in Canada has built

upon the HRDA foundation.

CONTACT Practitioner Reports

96



communities which would otherwise be
tempted to use it. Another restraining
element is that business development is
fundamentally a risky endeavour. At what
point would a city council be prepared to
make over to its social welfare director (or
any private organization) the scarce funds
it is using for welfare grants? Apart from
the political leaders, departmental ad-
ministrators themselves are not usually
given to the sort of risk-taking that the
entrepreneurial posture requires.

It is certainly true that the story in
Halifax seems to begin with and depend
upon the leadership of its director of so-
cial planning. Innovation elsewhere will
also be dependent upon local leadership.
However, every community has its own
gifted leaders, so this resource is surely
available in other cities and towns. More-
over, one need not assume that the nec-
essary leadership has to come from within
municipal political or administrative cad-
res. CED or other local groups could be a
source of the necessary innovation. Yet
the fact remains that the energy and suc-
cess of HRDA has not engendered follow-
up models, and that is puzzling.

Currently a joint project of municipali-
ties in Cape Breton may be in the first stages
of an HRDA-like approach to training.
§ To what extent can the HRDA model

follow or adopt the usual local commu-
nity control, so typical of other CED
initiatives?

This question arises both from the very
critical role played by the director of so-
cial planning and from the ideology of
CED as a grassroots phenomenon origi-
nating with broad citizen leadership. The

question confronts HRDA today, and it
will also have to be considered in any
effort to duplicate the model elsewhere.

It is currently HRDA’s hope and in-
tention to institute some form of worker
control for each of its businesses. This is
only in the earliest conceptual stages.
The aim would be to recruit, say, 5-7
employees in each business division and
ask them to take responsibility for ad-
dressing general management issues.
These workforce representatives would
somehow be chosen by the employees
themselves.

Worker control is not the same as
broad community control. But it is surely
a means of shifting authority to the con-
stituency that HRDA seeks to serve -
another form of the CED democratic ide-
ology. Moreover, as HRDA expands its
activities and business ownership in the
city, Crowell predicts an increasing ex-
pectation that other constituencies will
be served (e.g. youth and the post-men-
tally ill). They would also have a role to
play in the governance of the organization
and its program.

The future here is unclear, and indeed
as with most CED groups the actual proc-
ess of democratic control will probably
remain a difficult one to design and carry
out.
§ How can the costs of research and

development of potential ventures be
met in this sort of program?

Such costs tend to be considerable, yet
they are prerequisites to any successful
venture development and ultimate capi-
tal investment. These costs obviously re-
strict the number of possible business

opportunities that HRDA can systemati-
cally identify and consider. HRDA has so
far managed only to get an occasional
grant to fund a student to do preliminary
research inquiries. Atlantic Canada Op-
portunities Agency (ACOA) has been a
source of some developmental support.

However, as has been the experience
of other CED organizations, R&D costs
have remained a significant problem for
HRDA. Crowell’s supervision of HRDA’s
growth and the donated services of other
board members provide a critical element
of judgment regarding the results of R&D
work. Nevertheless, someone has to do a
systematic job of opportunity identifica-
tion and the basic assembly of facts and
figures. The surpluses generated from
time to time by the businesses cannot
now cover all such expenses. The conven-
tional capitalist uses profits from previous
deals to meet R&D expenses. But the
conventional venture capitalist does not
plan investments to operate in disadvan-
taged communities and hire disadvan-
taged workers. The special contribution
of the CED venture, thus, suggests that
policy-makers must address ways to sup-
port the R&D efforts of CED venture
developers. �

Stewart Perry, former Chief Executive Offi-
cer of the Centre for Community Eco-
nomic Development (Sydney, Nova Scotia),
currently assists the Centre for Community
Enterprise with research and is a regular
commentator on CED principles and
practice.

Tools, Strategies, & Structures

97


