
FEELING THE SQUEEZE

Scotland’s experience with CDCs holds
lessons for Canada’s community sector

COLIN ROXBURGH

Over the last 18 years Scotland has led the way in the creation of

community enterprise. Over 150 community co-operatives, community

businesses, community enterprises, and community development

trusts are now creating needed jobs and services in the country’s most disadvan-

taged areas and helping to revitalize local economies. This article is a brief look at

the history and activities of these organizations and their relevance to Canadian

community economic development (CED). For the sake of simplicity, we will

refer to them by the umbrella term current in Canada: community development

corporations (CDCs).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CDCS
IN SCOTLAND

Community economic development in
the U.K. dates back to the launch of the
Highland and Island Development Board
(HIDB) program in 1977. The Board was
a regional development agency estab-
lished by the government in recognition
of the special problems faced by this re-
mote area of the country. The CED pro-
gram established by the HIDB was
intended to support the development of
community co-operatives in the Western
Isles. It contained many ingredients that
remain at the heart of CED support pro-
grams in the U.K. today:
1. The program was a targeted response

to areas and communities that were
the most marginalized or at risk in a
particular region.

2. The program was a mix of community
development, economic develop-
ment, and business support. The cen-

tral focus was the creation of a commu-
nity-owned and -controlled develop-
ment corporation.

3. Program-funded development work-
ers helped the targeted communities
to examine their local economy, to
identify the role of a CDC, to select
the first projects and businesses to
start, and to establish and train a board
of CDC directors.

4. Core funding support was then made
available in the form of management
and administration grants for the
CDC. This was based on the recogni-
tion that entrepreneurial and organ-
izational capacity is usually low in the
target communities.

5. Grants and loans were also made avail-
able to each of the CDC’s businesses
and projects through funding specially
for CDCs and through regular busi-
ness loan and equity schemes.
The HIDB program has now been cop-

ied throughout most of Scotland’s re-
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gions. Regional Development Agencies
have been established to help set up
CDCs in the most disadvantaged com-
munities in the country.

THE DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES

The Regional Development Agencies set
up in other parts of Scotland cobbled to-
gether funding from various government
levels, departments, and programs, as
well as from the private sector.

The pooling and co-ordination of
these CED funds and programs at the
regional level was a key step in the pro-
motion of CDCs. Previously, communi-
ties trying to establish a CDC had found
it almost impossible to obtain funding
appropriate to their mix of social and eco-
nomic objectives. The development
units acted as a 1-door agency, providing
development and training support and a
range of grants and loans tailored to the
needs of CDCs.

CDC ACTIVITIES

The CDCs have undertaken a wide range
of initiatives which fall roughly into four
categories.
Creation of Community-Owned
Enterprise
One of the forces driving the creation of
CDCs was that communities needed to
create not only their own employment but
also their own, locally-controlled employer.
In particular, people recognized that few
members of communities that had tradi-
tionally relied on one large industry were
likely to make the shift to self-employment.
Everyone can’t be a born-again entrepre-
neur, in other words. There needs to be an
alternative - in this case, a community-
owned business managed by the CDC and
employing local people.

This insight was crucial to the growth
of community enterprise in the U.K.
CDCs were understood to create oppor-
tunities for a part of the labour market
that other, more traditional self-employ-
ment programs did not touch.

From a community perspective,
CDCs were also a means to rescue busi-
nesses or services. Post offices, shops, ga-
rages, and cinemas have all survived as
community  enterprises when closure
threatened on account of public sector
cutbacks or inadequate profits.

Similarly, communities have also used
CDCs to develop necessary services for
which both private and public sectors
showed little enthusiasm: launderettes,
daycare for the elderly, heritage muse-
ums, and swimming pools.

This model of direct community own-
ership has also acted to break the depend-
ence of poor areas on low-quality and
often exploitative services provided by
indifferent outsiders. For example, a
Glasgow neighbourhood recently set up
its own community pub. The main pub,
owned by a large national chain, was a
major point of leakage from the commu-
nity economy. The same enterprise also
gave residents the opportunity to create
a pub that reflected some of the commu-
nity’s values and social concerns.
Support to New Local Businesses
CDCs also represent a form of local organ-
izational capacity that many communities
have used to assist unemployed people in
setting up businesses.

CDCs were the first organizations to
establish business incubators in the U.K.
and remain common features in CDC
portfolios. They contribute to a CDC’s
overall viability and ensure that profit
generated from management fees and
rental can be ploughed back into the com-
munity. In addition, CDCs sometimes
become agents for the local delivery of
government enterprise schemes.

CDCs often tie the development of an
incubator to other community goals, like
the taking over of redundant buildings.
Schools, bakeries, factories, garages, and
housing have been converted to small
workspaces for new businesses. CDC
staff also supply management services to
incubated businesses and organize en-

trepreneurial training. Evaluations show
that incubators run by CDCs are more likely
to serve local unemployed people than the
incubators that are now all the rage in the
U.K.’s private and public sector.
Support to Existing Business
CDCs often take action to support exist-
ing business. They commonly act as mar-
keting agents for local  products. In some
cases this has extended to bulk purchas-
ing and to the provision of wholesaling
services on behalf of local businesses. In
the Highlands this activity has involved
marketing services for craft and home-
based business and providing agricultural
and fishing supplies. In some cases CDCs
have been able to seize local contracting
opportunities that would have passed
communities by. Acting as the main con-
tractor for a large building project or in-
frastructure improvement, CDCs have
subcontracted to small local tradespeople
who otherwise would not have had the
opportunity to bid for the work.
Human Resource Development
At the bottom of all this activity is the
primary objective: to create employment
opportunities for local people, in particu-
lar those receiving unemployment insur-
ance and social assistance payments.
CDCs have been successful in this re-
spect through their ability to link a range
of programs and functions into a locally
meaningful human resource develop-
ment package. The following example
helps to illustrate how this works.

A CDC researches the local social and
economic needs of the community. It
identifies
§ a need for significant environmental

improvement in the area.
§ that landscaping is a growth sector in

the regional economy.
§ that there is a specific opportunity to

create a community vegetable garden
on some derelict land.
In its capacity as the local manager of

government manpower training pro-
grams, the CDC is able to assemble an
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environmental/landscaping team which
creates the garden and is involved in other
community environmental projects. The
CDC also has access to funds for voca-
tional training and selects six of the
team members to go on to this program.
Other trainees are assisted with job
placements.

The vocational training is a 6-month
mix of market research, business plan-
ning, and appropriate skills development.
The market research undertaken with
the help of the CDC shows that the area’s
main business opportunity requires that

trainees are skilled in fencing. A special
course is negotiated and laid on by the
local technical college. CDC manage-
ment works with the trainees to negotiate
the first contracts. The landscaping busi-
ness is set up as a joint venture between
the CDC and the trainees. The trainees
keep the majority share and can therefore
claim Enterprise Allowance (the U.K.
equivalent to Canada’s Social Employment
Assistance program). The joint venture is
based in the CDC’s business incubator.

This example illustrates the linkages
that CDCs have made possible. They

have been able to link together local re-
search, government training schemes, vo-
cational training, business training, and
business support and investment. Out-
comes include enhanced skills, job oppor-
tunities, new businesses, and the meeting
of social and economic objectives.

CURRENT ISSUES

Over the last 18 years the community
enterprise movement has grown and
spread from its start in Scotland through-
out the U.K.. Many of the local authorities
in England now employ Community En-
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terprise Development staff within their
Economic Development Units.

There is increasing awareness that
there is a new sector operating in the
economy - the community sector. It com-
prises not only community businesses
and co-operatives, but community
housing associations, community-based
credit unions, and community develop-
ment trusts.

There have been successes and some
failures. The failures have arisen in the
main from a failure to reconcile the desire
to employ the chronically unemployed
with the need to operate competitive busi-
ness. This has been particularly true in
contract industries, like construction.
Successes tend to occur in the areas that
the private sector finds unprofitable and
the public sector considers unaffordable.

The mix of social and economic objec-
tives has meant that some CDCs have
found it difficult to be self-sustaining.
Funding agencies still understand their
mandates in terms of the financial viabil-
ity of recipients, rather than the costs and
benefits of CED and the role of the CDC
in this larger agenda. Government depart-
ments that would never expect their own
economic or community development in-
itiatives to be self-financing have de-
manded as much from CDCs. This has
tended to push CDCs more and more into
the running of profitable businesses as an
alternative to the private sector. What
started out as a means for communities to
take charge of their economies and
achieve both social and economic objec-
tives might end up as just another way of
doing business.

At the policy level, one of the suc-
cesses of the CED movement in Scotland
has been to show the public sector that
there are alternatives to smoke-stack
chasing and to “trickle down” initiatives.
While it was almost impossible to obtain
assistance for CED from economic devel-
opment agencies until the mid-’80s, eve-
ryone now wants a piece of the action.

There is a plethora of economic initia-
tives and partnerships trying to develop
Scotland’s disadvantaged communities,
blending top-down with bottom-up ap-
proaches.

Such activity erodes to some extent
the role that communities originally saw
for themselves, but this is not necessarily
a bad thing. Community economic or-
ganizations have often had to stand alone
when it would have been better to be in
partnership with outside agencies. Volun-
teer directors have been in the main local
unemployed people struggling with the
task of regeneration on their own.

There is certainly scope therefore for
new models to emerge: CDCs or partner-
ships that reflect a wider range of stake-
holders and outside agencies. The
concern is that community ownership of
the process and of some of its outcomes
gets diluted to “participation” or to mere
“consultation” in the politically-driven
rush to achieve quick results.

So CED seventeen years down the
road is well, but feeling the squeeze. Its
original concept was one of a community-
driven process of socio-economic regen-
eration, with a community-owned
corporation as its pivotal focus. That piv-
otal role has since narrowed. Increasing
attention from outside agencies has gen-
erated public and private sector partner-
ship initiatives that may or may not have
significant community input. At the
same time, a reluctance to accept the
social objectives of community compa-
nies has imperilled their distinctive-
ness. They are becoming just another
way of doing business.

RELEVANCE TO CANADA

There are several lessons Canada might
learn from the successes and failures of
the U.K.
The Targeted Approach
Relative to Scotland, Canada’s CED
movement appears to do very little stra-
tegic targeting of areas or communities of
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greatest need. CED is equally encour-
aged in British Columbia’s wealthy
Okanagan as it is in the neighbouring, less
prosperous Kootenay Valley. The tar-
geted approach makes better use of
scarce public resources. Programs like the
U.K.’s HIDB would not have been finan-
cially feasible if applied across every com-
munity in the region.
The CDC
& Community Ownership
Most Canadian small towns have a variety
of agencies working to develop the local
economy. Economic development com-
missions, chambers of commerce, and
community futures committees are just
three types. Unfortunately, they often
fail to work in tandem and lack the ability
to directly intervene in the social and
economic fabric of the community.

A striking exception to this rule is
Revelstoke, B.C. This small town re-
cently created a community forest corpo-
ration to enable them to take over a tree
farm license. Having already established
a CDC, the community is equipped to
take action the moment opportunities or
needs arise
The CDC as a Linking Agency
CED is about making linkages that are
appropriate to the local economy. For ex-
ample, local training opportunities are an
exercise in frustration if they do not relate
directly to local job and business opportu-
nities and social needs. The CDC model
can provide the central organizational ca-
pacity to make these linkages occur.

The CDC & Employment Creation
Many communities face two stark options
economically: they can either wait for the
next big employer to roll into town, or
they can transform many of their citizens
into entrepreneurs. Policy-makers have
a responsibility to widen the range of
alternatives, and the CDC may be just
the kind of middle ground many places
require.
Creating a Development
Environment
The clarity and holistic nature of the ap-
proach adopted by the HIDB and copied
by other Scottish regions has allowed the
communities concerned to know that
they are not embarking on the CED ad-
venture solo. These programs clearly say
to communities: “If this is a road you want
to go down, we will support you all the
way. We will provide you with a CED
development worker to help you plan and
set up the CDC. We will supply core
funding for the CDC, will train the board,
and will provide loans and grants for the
businesses and projects the CDC wants
to establish.” The HIDB model also
matched any money raised by the com-
munity on a dollar for dollar basis.
Recognition of the Range
of Social & Economic Objectives
of a CED Agency
Scottish practitioners were ultimately
unable to convince many funding agen-
cies that CDCs should be recognized as
community economic development agents. As a
result they have been measured solely on

business performance. Many of their ac-
tivities and accomplishments have not
been taken into consideration in the allo-
cation of monies. From the outset of the
funding application process, the objec-
tives of the CDC must be clarified in full.
The prospective funder should under-
stand the value-for-money in the broad
terms of community development, and
evaluate accordingly.
The Cautionary Tale of
CED Acceptance!
Proponents of CED have to be at their
most vigilant when mainstream agencies
announce that “top-down programming is
dead.” Make sure that whatever replaces
the “top-down” is not just a localized
version of the same with a nod to the
community. Just when it starts to happen
in a big way is the time when you might
just miss out. �

Colin Roxburgh, a pioneer in Scotland’s
community business movement, now
works as a CED consultant in Perthshire,
Scotland. Contact him at (e-mail)
colin.rox@cali.co.uk.
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