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CODA grew out of a community response to the deep recession of the

early 1980s. With unemployment reaching 20% in the district in 1984,

the Cambridge Labour Council set up CODA’s predecessor, the Unem-

ployment Help Centre (UHC). The Centre’s activities brought together repre-

sentatives from labour, business, government, churches, and the unemployed to

search for solutions in the Cambridge region of Ontario. The Centre received its

first contract to start a re-training and skills development program for unemployed

workers in 1986. In 1988, the UHC implemented its Self-Employment Program

for social assistance recipients. Two years later the UHC became the Community

Opportunities Development Association in recognition of its expanded mandate.

The 1990s brought another recession and
the realization that many of the lost jobs
would not return. The demand for
CODA’s services sky-rocketed. Accord-
ing to Paul Born, the executive director,
“CODA assumed the task of helping
thousands of workers left jobless by plant
closures cope with the trauma of job loss
and develop new employment opportuni-
ties. Many people needed to rethink their
careers, gain new work skills, and seek
new opportunities.” Soon after they were
initiated, CODA’s Employment Adjust-
ment Services Programs were recognized
as a provincial model. During the past ten
years CODA has helped 3,300 people find
work. The number of businesses started
with CODA’s assistance represents 70%
of the total number of start-ups in the
area - last year these generated $6.5
million for the local economy and are

projected this year to generate over $9
million.

CODA’S APPROACH TO CED

CODA’s early work led the organization
to the conclusion that it needed to do
more than help people find jobs. Its initial
focus no longer met the needs of those
living on the margins of our economic
system. During the past ten years CODA
has developed a project-based CED ap-
proach to creating real work for the under-
employed and long-term unemployed.

Born describes community economic
development as “a search for grassroots
solutions to persistent problems in the
local economy. Simply put, CED means
bringing people together to plan the eco-
nomic future of their own community.
Partners in the CED process identify
workable community projects and then
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mobilize the resources needed to create
new jobs and new economic activity at the
grassroots level.”

For Born, project-based CED is prem-
ised on the belief that projects focus en-
ergies and bring visions to life: “We
believe that process is purely a means to
identifying and implementing projects.
We further believe that a project orienta-
tion is more effective in developing com-
munities than a process orientation.
Project-based CED is entrepreneurial
and recognizes individual leadership and
vision. It further recognizes that entre-
preneurs are doers and have little time for
cumbersome process.”

CODA’s approach to CED emphasizes
the development of small to medium-
sized owners, worker or community man-
aged “wealth creation units” which are
accountable to the community within
which they operate. CODA itself is ac-
countable to the community through its
board of directors which has balanced rep-
resentation from labour, business, profes-
sional, and community organizations, as
well as the people served by CODA’s
programs. It remains community-based by
involving almost 1,000 volunteers, staff,
partners, donors, and supporters in various
aspects of the organization.

ACHIEVING SCALE IN CED

According to its executive director, “It
has taken CODA ten years of strategic
effort to bring together a mix of people,
expertise, capital and projects that can
create a meaningful economic impact in
the community.” In the process it has
achieved a scale that few other Canadian
CED programs match. This has been ac-
complished through building capacity,
clout and capital - the “Three C’s.”

Capacity refers to the understanding
and skills needed to achieve CED. It in-
cludes developing expertise both in the
organization and within the community.
Clout refers to getting people, govern-
ment, and business to believe in CED,

thereby increasing the legitimacy of CED
as an economic development strategy.
Capital refers to acquiring the financial
resources needed to put plans into action.
As the people involved in an organization
gain capacity, community economic de-
velopment gains clout and it is easier to
access the capital required to implement
local projects.

An organization needs capacity to op-
erate on a large scale. But capacity is more
than having the skills to complete a pro-
ject. A quality organization, Born sug-
gests, needs to develop a philosophy,
systems, and values which are appropriate
and effective in achieving results.

Citing CODA’s Self-Employment
Services Program as an example, Born
suggests that it takes five years of imple-
menting and developing a project before
it really becomes effective (See Graph 1)
In the first year of implementation, an
organization begins to understand the
project. In the second year, it is experi-
menting and refining. In the third year an
evaluation phase begins and the organiza-
tion begins to look for ways to improve the
project. The fourth year entails imple-

menting improvements and formalizing
systems. During the fifth year and beyond,
the project operates most effectively.

Due to this progression of learning,
45% of CODA’s total participants have
been served in the last two years. The
developmental years of organizational ca-
pacity building have enabled CODA to
serve more people effectively (see Graph
2, over page).

The other aspect of capacity building,
states Born, is developing individuals’
and communities’ ability to recognize op-
portunities. For example, people with
few financial resources often do not see
self-employment as an option. Local ca-
pacity is built by working together to find
out what opportunities can be accessed.

Clout explicitly addresses the need for
CED to be recognized as a viable ap-
proach to local economic development.
Clout is increased by having a wide array
of interests involved in, and benefiting
from, CED projects. Building clout and
capacity are long-term processes and suc-
cess in these efforts is reliant upon access
to capital over a period of time sufficient
to allow them to develop.

GRAPH 1: SELF-EMPLOYMENT BUSINESSES STARTED
THROUGH CODA 1988-94
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According to Born,
“Funding which operates on a year-
to-year basis, or is cut after a year or
two, undermines capacity-building
efforts. It does not give the organi-
zation the time frame and the sta-
bility needed to develop the
organization, skills, networks; to
make and learn from mistakes, and
to develop a committed and consis-
tent staff.”
The experience of CODA shows how

success in developing the Three C’s can
lead to a perpetuating cycle of growth.
CODA has been able to discern through
practice what works best in the current
economic climate of its community. It has
gained capacity and clout on the basis of
its successful projects. This has enabled
it to better serve low-income and unem-
ployed people, and to develop partner-
ships with the broader community. These
partnerships have become the basis of
opportunities for the promotion of CED
and greater access to capital for commu-
nity- based ventures.

NEW INITIATIVES AT CODA

CODA’s efforts initially focused on help-
ing people cope with and adjust to the
changes in the economy. It worked on the
fringes of the local economy and was de-
pendent upon government-funded pro-
jects. Recent initiatives at CODA show
that there has not only been an expansion
of services, but also a change in how the
organization sees itself in relation to the
local economy and how it goes about do-
ing its work.

CODA now sees itself as part of, and
an active agent in strengthening a local
development system. It has the ideas,
capacity, capital, and confidence to influ-
ence the direction of economic activity.
As Paul Born states, “Rather than just
responding to government programs,
CODA has started to think about what it
is that the community requires in order
for it to be healthy and vibrant.” The goal
is to ensure that people at the local level
have access to opportunities, and hope in
the future.

In practice this has resulted in a
number of innovative activities which
utilize CODA’s planning and project de-
velopment capacity to improve access to
loan capital and to facilitate human re-
source development.

Work has already begun on a neigh-
bourhood economic planning program.
Community organizers have been work-
ing with people in 17 low-income neigh-
bourhoods across the region, initiating
the planning process by asking the
questions: “What do we want to become
as a neighbourhood?” “How can we start
to create jobs?” “Where are the job op-
portunities?”

Another initiative in the planning
stages is the development of a self-sus-
taining Entrepreneur Store. This store
would support new small businesses
through selling various services such as
extended benefits plans, group buying
power, and market research. Also in its
early stages is a project to develop a
group marketing strategy by small busi-
nesses which would provide people
with incentives to “buy locally - think
small.”

As a further means of addressing the
notorious difficulty small businesses ex-
perience when it comes to securing capi-
tal, CODA is in the process of developing
a third loan fund. The $425,000 in capital
is to be raised through selling Class “A”
shares, fully secured by the provincial
government, to local investors. The
money will be loaned out through a local
credit union.

Yet another project seeks to provide
broader access to the training capacity
which CODA has developed over the
years. This will be done through estab-
lishing a “Career Action Centre” which
will provide information, training, semi-
nars, and facilities to corporate employ-
ees or individuals seeking to improve
their opportunities.

Lastly, and very significantly, CODA
is preparing to move into direct owner-

GRAPH 2: 10 YEARS OF RESULTS 1984-94
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ship of businesses. These community
businesses are targeted to create an addi-
tional 100 jobs by 1997 and, moreover, to
diversify the economic base of the organi-
zation through profit generation.

CODA has developed a strategic, com-
prehensive, and co-ordinated approach to
local economic development. It has incor-
porated the four key features that are
necessary for CED to have generative im-
pacts over time.
§ It has an extensive and well-devel-

oped human resource development
strategy that is linked to real jobs.

§ It has created access to credit for those
that conventional lenders would never
lend to.

§ It has a planning, research, and net-
working capacity that keeps them
grounded in local realities.

§ It is taking steps to create an asset base
through direct ownership of busi-
nesses, thus creating an economic base
more independent of government
while still creating jobs for people who
don’t have them. �

CODA’S VISION

“People would like to see CODA
grow to enhance the community’s
self-reliance. CODA is to provide
well-organized, effective services
which lead to community enhance-
ment, self-reliance and shared good
feelings. There is strong consensus
that creating economic prosperity
and full employment will make
people happier in their community.
The community will be more uni-
fied if CODA provides services that
help people find or create jobs and
prosperity.” 

Raison d’etre
CODA’s raison d’etre will remain “People
Creating Opportunities.” This statement
is included in our logo and is exemplified
by the faces of people of all ages, genders
and cultural backgrounds.

Mission statement
“CODA builds communities by iden-
tifying, stimulating and providing
economic and social opportunities
which assist people, families and
neighbourhoods in their efforts to
create or find employment.”

CODA PROGRAMS

Employment Services
Employment Services
§ eligibility: over 24 years old 
§ provides assessment and action plan

development,
§ personal and group employment and

career counselling
§ career/job search resource centre
Municipal Employment Program
(MEP)
§ over 24 years of age and on G.W.A.
§ similar to Employment Services, plus

personal achievement counselling 
§ help with employment-related ex-

penses
§ weekly support group
Cambridge Job Opportunities
§ receiving U.I. benefits or severance 
§ develop an action plan and effective

job search skills over a 2-week period
§ extensive career/job search/personal

management workshops 
Community Adjustment Services
§ individuals affected by company clo-

sures, down-sizing or lay- offs
§ to help ensure transition for affected

workers assist & process Transitions
Training Fund applications

Self Employment Services
Self Employment Workshops 
§ 2-day workshops for prospective en-

trepreneurs
§ register through CEC; anyone is eligi-

ble to attend
Self-Employment Assistance Program
§ receiving U.I. (or severance)
§ 10 weeks of business start up training

and 42 weeks of support
§ in partnership with Human Resources

Development Canada

Going Into Business
§ receiving social assistance or U.I. is ex-

hausted or long-term unemployment 
§ up to 42 weeks of training and support
§ in partnership with Jobs Ontario
§ treat clients as in a training program 
Opportunities Planning
§ for social assistance recipients looking

to find or create employment
§ a process that provides training and

support to deal with issues that get in
the way of going to work; employment
and career counselling 

§ assistance with transportation, de-
pendency care and loans for training or
employment-related expenses

§ individual “action plan”
§ accessed through community neigh-

bourhood groups 
Community Support Services
Cambridge Housing Access
§ to help low-income people over 24

years of age locate affordable housing
§ joins home seekers with home providers
Books for Birthdays
§ promotes book ownership and reading
§ at CODA and other neighbourhood

locations
§ “Sharing the Joy of Reading” programs
Children’s Christmas Party
§ annual party for children of low-in-

come families
Reduced Fare Bus Tickets
§ CODA in co-operation with the City

of Cambridge
§ bus tickets at a reduced fare to low-in-

come people
Other 
§ Computer Access Program
§ Community Owned Business
§ Worker Co-operative
§ 3 Loan Funds

John Jacobs does research and policy work
on a contractual basis for co-operatives and
community development organizations.
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