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Editor’s note: the Centre for Community Enterprise has been
active since February 1994 in trying to elevate CED’s “best
practices” into what is now a growing and contentious debate.
Two presentations have been made to the Parliamentary Com-
mittee and several other efforts have been undertaken, includ-
ing this special issue of Making Waves which highlights some
of the benefits being generated by a few of Canada’s leading
CED organizations. We thought it would be important to take
a close look at another major track in the federal government’s
reform process, known as the “Strategic Initiatives” or SI
program. Our main question is: to what extent do the innova-
tions proffered through federal/provincial SI pilots stack up
against some of the basic features of CED’s “best practice”?

Many months before Lloyd Axworthy tabled the Green
paper on “renewing and revitalizing of Canada’s social

security system,” he announced that he was setting aside $900
million to help fund a series of pilot and demonstration pro-
jects. Referred to as “strategic initiatives” (SIs) they were
intended to provide early tests of the effectiveness of various
program change proposals in meeting the goals of Human
Resources Development Canada (HRDC) on both the social
benefit and employment development sides of  the reform
process. Provinces were clearly targeted as the primary part-
ners in “innovative” pilots but might also include relevantly
located private sector organizations, engaged in “innovative”
pilots in the areas of social security delivery; employment
training, income support services; job creation; and the lower-
ing of institutional barriers to labour market allocation.

The overall effect of the seven Strategic Initia-
tives is that existing government institutions over-
whelmingly control the resource inputs and sig-

nificantly accrue the empowerment outputs.

It is informative to note that the SI program’s own popula-
tion targets and procedural guidelines almost perfectly reflect
the CED “best practice” case studies cited in CCE submissions
as already completed demonstrations. For the record, these SI
targets included the following: the working poor; low-income
lone-parent families; those receiving social assistance; and
persons who experience barriers to employment and full par-
ticipation in community living, such as the first job seeking
youths, the disabled, aboriginal people, women, members of
visible minorities, and older displaced workers. Given this, we

thought it would be a useful exercise to review the SIs that
emerged thus far from HRDC’s funding in terms of how these
initiatives succeed in demonstrating innovative means of meet-
ing the reform process goals of ensuring lower dependency on
social programs and a higher level of self-sufficiency among
the specified target groups.

At the time of this writing, details on seven SI funded
projects were at hand in the form of official HRDC “releases.”

THE 7 STRATEGIC INITIATIVES IN OUTLINE

Strategic Initiative #1

This SI was sponsored by three social service delivery
departments within one provincial government. The initiative
is described as a “model” aimed at “providing personal and
technical support to enable disabled people to live and partici-
pate in the community.” It proposes to achieve this goal by
creating a new government agency that would “. . . provide [the
disabled with] access to existing programs and services . . ., not
replace them. [The new agency] will accomplish this by pro-
viding personal and technical supports information and man-
agement based upon assessment of client’s ultimate needs.”

Strategic Initiative #2

This “two-year initiative which provides specialized coun-
selling, career and employment development, life skills, on-
the-job experience, and education to social assistance
recipients . . . [is] designed to test new community-based
employment development approaches . . .”, was sponsored by
a northern territorial government. It targets all social assistance
recipients, but especially Aboriginal people and occupation-
ally deprived “youth”—both of these overlapping categories
being notably over-represented in this region, relative to the
nation as a whole. Although sponsored by the territorial gov-
ernment, the responsibility for pursuing the initiative, as well
as most of the control over the process, is vested at the unique
community-level governments found within this jurisdiction
and with other community-based affinity groups.

The project proposal was supported by pre-existing pilot
projects, all of which were community-based. It should be
noted, parenthetically, that this territorial government has had
a long-standing commitment to supporting community-based
projects. Thus in terms of stated targets, goals and structures,
and in terms of its sponsor’s past practices, this SI is highly
consistent with the general character of a CED approach.
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Strategic Initiative #3

Sponsored  by a  provincial  government  department in
charge of economic development, this SI advertises itself as,
“A multi-faceted approach to providing [entry level youths
with] structured pathways to the world of work . . . .” The means
by which this transition from school to work is to be achieved
is through an education-industry “internship program” admin-
istered by the Province’s post-secondary educational delivery
system in “partnership” with several major private sector in-
dustry groups that have been identified (or perhaps have iden-
tified themselves) as sunrise industries.

This “internship” job training program follows the tradition
of government transfers to educational institutions and private
sector industry  in order to secure some hands-on training
opportunities for job inexperienced students.

Strategic Initiative #4

A 5-year pilot project sponsored by a provincial govern-
ment’s Family Service Department, this SI is another example
of the “one window” evaluation and referral approach. “This
project will draw on all existing federal and provincial pro-
grams to provide reasonable assistance to enable the [targeted]
participants to reach [employment] goals.”

All these initiatives focus only upon preparation
for existing (or possibly even now redundant)

jobs rather than creating new employment
opportunities.

The targets, in this case are “sole [single] parents currently
on welfare.” The instrument through which these single parents
will be provided with “the tools they will need to find employ-
ment, build careers and provide a better future for themselves
and their children”, is a “store front” centre in a depressed urban
neighborhood. This Centre will be staffed with government
employed counselors whose job is to assess client needs and
provide referrals services to established governmental pro-
grams in order to achieve “reasonable employment” outcomes.

Strategic Initiative #5

Although this SI is to be “piloted” in a single large, central
Canadian urban area it has, at least nominally, no less than five
provincial government sponsors, one private sector industrial
partner in the form of the Electrical/Electronics Sectoral Skill
Council, one large urban board of education, and one commu-
nity college. The targets are high school vocational stream
students and community college technology program students.

“This school-to-work project represents a strategic alliance
among  employers,  government,  and education  systems to
make the curriculum more relevant, to reduce dropouts, and to
ensure that the school system is contributing to Canada’s
international competitiveness.” It is also noted that this should
also achieve a greater industry satisfaction with school and
college graduates.

Strategic Initiative #6

This SI was sponsored by the Medical Research Council of
Canada with the medical sciences faculty of a provincial uni-
versity also named as a partner (although its role was not
clearly identified). The target group was very specifically
identified as, “up to 26 out-of-work science and technology
graduates, who are also eligible for U.I. benefits.” The project
would provide term employment for these well trained and
already work experienced, but now unemployed, technicians
in the pharmaceutical industry for a period of 40 weeks.

Perhaps because it is a private sector initiative, this SI is
exempt  from the shared-cost stipulation. This  exemption
would seem to have been engineered by assigning the entire
$575,000 cost to HRDC’s community development program
budget. This despite the fact that the initiative is a narrowly
focused, industry-based specific job training pilot with not
even any pretense at community linkages.

But the problem today is not how do we deal
with the unemployed. It is what to do about the

lack of employment. If we have to live with “job-
less recoveries” then clearly there must be a shift

in emphasis away from preparing people for
conventionally defined jobs to more innovative

ways of assuring livelihoods.

According to the documentation, 90% of the trainee’s time
will be spent under the supervision of the participating phar-
maceutical company’s own research staff doing laboratory
assistance work. The remaining 10% would be devoted to
unspecified “other training opportunities, such as one or two
day courses on group laboratory practices as they relate to
pharmaceutical manufacturing.”

Strategic Initiative #7

This SI also has a private sector sponsor, the National
Design Alliance (NDA). The NDA is an alliance of regional
design promotion organizations and national design profes-
sional associations. The SI identifies neither a target group nor
a programmatic prescription but was successful in garnering a
$450,000 grant to hire the consultant firm of Price Waterhouse
to develop a long-term government support strategy for the
industry’s future growth aspirations. “This strategy is to de-
velop partnerships among the design sector, education institu-
tions and both levels of government, ensuring that the [design]
sector is supported by a highly skilled, flexible work force and
an effective education and training system. . . . We have to
show that Canadians can compete with the best in the world.”

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS

It should be apparent from this brief descriptive review of
the seven available Strategic Initiative Projects that two are
primarily dedicated to the facilitation of highly conventional,
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well-established, social service delivery programs.
While in each case the target population meets
HRDC’s social program recipient guidelines, both
seem to be antithetical in the extreme to HRDC’s
stated policy reform goals. In particular, each in-
itiative serves to promote the target group’s de-
pendency upon centralized bureaucratic service
deliveries and neither seeks to involve in any sig-
nificant way any community-based resources as a
means of developing  self-sufficiency  capacities
among their chronically marginalized and isolated
clients.

Four of the seven SIs are also focused to some
degree upon job preparedness. As each of these
targets a different needy population they vary in
terms of the means. However, none is “innovative”
in the sense that it is a new model.

All focus only upon preparation for existing (or
possibly even now redundant) jobs rather than cre-
ating new employment opportunities. As so many
contemporary observers have  pointed  out, the
problem today is not how do we deal with the

unemployed but what to do about the lack of em-
ployment. If we have to live with “jobless recoveries” then
clearly there must be a shift in emphasis away from preparing
people for conventionally defined jobs to more innovative
ways of assuring livelihoods.

There is no reason why the government cannot
now shift its policy reform gears and accelerate
its learning curve with respect to other, demon-

strably effective approaches.

An evaluation of similar job training/retraining programs,
which have been around for a very long time now, is that most
amount to little more than a public subsidy to the educational
institutions and their industry “partners” without in any way
changing the negative labour market’s dynamics. Thus the
gains made by individual winners who come out of such
programs are offset by others who lose out in the competition
for the scarce good jobs and/or get caught up in the revolving-
door employment which short-term retraining programs tend
to spawn.

Two of the reviewed SIs appear to have little if anything to
do with what HRDC’s SI program was set up to accomplish,
unless the now rather questionable practice of providing direct
government incentives to major industries to act as local
growth poles is still considered a viable role for government.
As such, they will do  little to help the deficit reduction
goal—given Statistics Canada’s estimate that attributes 50%
of the current deficit to extending past tax breaks and subsidies
to large corporations.

This leaves only one of the reviewed SIs as clearly repre-
sentative of the CED approach. This is not surprising, given
that this initiative was sponsored by  a northern territorial
government  with  few  conventional development  options.

What is surprising is that the potential of this now rich northern
CED experience is not more widely recognized as an option
by those southern jurisdictions that are now finding themselves
in similarly marginal situations as their resource-based econo-
mies become depleted or as the globalization process converts
once thriving industrial centres into rust belts.

CONTENT ANALYSIS

As the descriptive information on the above seven SIs was
available in a standard report format, it was possible to subject
this verbal data to a somewhat more rigorous analysis by using
the well-established technique known as “content analysis.” In
essence, the analytic criteria are defined in terms of conceptu-
ally relevant comparative categories and then each example is
analyzed in terms of how its analytic criteria is represented in
the case study descriptions.

The two tables above provide the results of the content
analysis in terms of resource inputs and capacity enhancing
output benefits. The quantitative values reflect the percentage
distribution of emphasis among the four predefined criterion
that, taken together, tell the story with respect to how each SI
stacks up with respect to traditional versus the community-
based economic development and social benefit models. In all
cases, the relative proportion assigned to each of the four
criteria is a simple percentage of the total for all criteria (i.e.,
the sum of all four add to 100%).

The advantage of this procedure lies most clearly in the
relative positioning of each criterion. However, the absolute
values are usually considered to be reasonably reliable if it is
assumed that the conceptual categories are exhaustive and
mutually exclusive at the conceptual levels, i.e., that they
encompass all the possibilities.

In order to provide some basis for judgment on this last
score, a brief description of the concepts employed in defining
each category follows:

Table 1: Resource Input Distribution

Strategic Initiative I II III IV V VI VII Mean
% % % % % % % %

Govt Institutions 90 20 70 85 70 100 0 62
Private Sector Orgs 10 0 30 0 20 80 100 34
Community-Based Orgs 0 70 0 0 0 0 0 10
Individual 0 10 0 15 10 10 0 6

Table 2: Capacity Enhancing Output Distribution

Strategic Initiative I II III IV V VI VII Mean
% % % % % % % %

Govt Institutions 60 0 50 15 50 70 0 35
Private Sector Orgs 10 0 30 5 10 10 100 24
Community-Based Orgs 0 75 0 0 0 0 0 11
Individual 30 25 20 80 40 20 0 31
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The Government Institutions category refers to any govern-
mental operation, including public educational institutions that
follows the accepted top-down, bureaucratic model of control
and accountability.

Private Sector Organizations refers to any private sector
operation that reflects the conventional notion of a share
profit and corporate growth-driven enterprise that is man-
aged on behalf of, and is accountable primarily to, its capital
investors.

Community-based Organizations refers to local or regional
development organizations that focus primarily upon the crea-
tion of new economic opportunities within a clearly defined
and recognized community benefit context. These organiza-
tions would include both profit and not-for-profit enterprise
developments (often intertwined) but where economic and
social opportunities and benefits primarily grow out of com-
munity initiatives (as distinct from individual entrepreneur-
ship) and where benefits, including social improvements, are
shared among participating individuals and the community as
a whole.

Perhaps we may look forward to a second
Green Paper, this time entitled,“Agenda: How
to Ensure Livelihoods within Self-Sustaining

Communities.”

“Individual” refers to predominantly individually focused
resource input and benefit output that do not take into account
wider community interest factors.

CONCLUSIONS

As can be readily seen from the mean value columns, the
overall “demonstration” effect of these seven SIs is that exist-
ing government institutions overwhelmingly control the re-
source inputs  and  significantly accrue  the  empowerment
outputs—taking first rank order in each case.

At the other extremity, community-based organizations
appear second to last on the resource input side and are least
likely to gain any further capacity as a consequence of the
overall SI program emphasis.

Governments at times have a great deal of difficulty
recognizing new ideas, new players, and new possibilities.
One of the most fundamental problems which governments
have to face is the need to re-define their role from delivery
to one of facilitation. Valuable time has been lost, but there
is no reason why the federal government cannot now shift
its policy reform gears. All governments must accelerate
their own learning curves with respect to such demonstrably
effective approaches as are featured elsewhere in this pub-
lication. Perhaps we may yet look forward to a second Green
Paper, this time entitled, “Agenda: How to Ensure Liveli-
hoods within Self-Sustaining Communities.”�

R.A. Lockhart, Professor Emeritus of Sociology at Trent University, now
resides in and works from Prince George, British Columbia.
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