
by Mike Lewis

A brief article in the last issue of
Making Waves asked the question,

“Does Community Futures have a Fu-
ture?” The energetic response it engen-
dered from Community Futures
Committees (CFCs) and Business De-
velopment Centres (BDCs) across the
country was quite a surprise. If I got the
same number of calls on a per/word basis
for the  range  of other issues I write
about, I would never get off the phone.

Making Waves reported on the pro-
posed transfer of Community Futures
from its home in Human Resources De-
velopment Canada to the regional devel-
opment  agencies: Western  Economic
Diversification, Fed-Nor, ACOA in the
Atlantic, and so on. The article talked
about the real concern such a transfer
was creating, specifically, that the com-
munity and social dimensions of the CF
program would be lost. The fear is that
the “business-only” mindset of regional
development agencies will capture the
Business Development Centre part of
the program and leave the rest be-
hind—the community-based planning,
the research, and the partnerships being
built around community, social, and
economic priorities.

WHAT IS HAPPENING NOW?

When Minister Axworthy an-
nounced his intention to transfer the pro-
gram from the HRD department, the
Prime Minister’s Office required Com-
munity Futures to come under the Fed-
eral review of all programs being
conducted by Marcel Masse. Looking
for savings is a key goal of the review,
and given the deficit jitters throughout
Ottawa, one of the options on the table
was that Community Futures might have
no future. Any program that does not
clearly serve a public purpose is eligible
for the axe as Paul Martin prepares to use
his budgetary cleaver to remove another
$10 billion from the deficit.

In the meantime, another hitch de-
veloped in the proposed transfer process.

In Ontario and in parts of the NWT,
Axworthy offered the program to Fed-
Nor, the regional development agency in
northwest Ontario and to Manleys’ In-
dustry, Science and Technology depart-
ment, a key agency in federal business
financing. Under this scheme, Manley’s
department would take over the program
in southern Ontario and the Northwest
Territories. However, the word was that
Manley doesn’t want Community Fu-
tures, thank you very much.

The Prime Minister’s Office sub-
sequently stated that either Community
Futures is farmed out across the board,
or HRD must keep the whole program in
house, subject of course to the results of
the Masse review.

Why is the Minister putting at
risk one of the most successful
federal programs ever created in
rural and small town Canada?

Another option for reducing costs,
already well underway, is the consolida-
tion of Community Futures and Busi-
ness Development Centres into
Community Futures Development Cor-
porations (CFDCs). Through streamlin-
ing the application of overheads, savings
will be brought about. Moreover,
through requiring more representative
boards at the local level and the election
of directors from the community (in-
stead of an appointment process from
the Minister’s office), it is hoped that the
new CFDCs will be better positioned to
create partnerships with other institu-
tions and interests, including govern-
ments.

While this is clearly preferable to an
outright cut, there is concern in some
corners that the slow erosion of federal
support could stymie the program. Mo-
rale problems are starting to appear in
some quarters. Anger is also starting to
surface. Thousands of volunteers have
become associated with both Commu-

nity Futures and Business Development
Centres and the current hiatus and uncer-
tainty is feeding a growing restiveness.
“Why is the Minister putting at risk one
of the most successful federal programs
ever created in  rural and small  town
Canada?” This is a question many call-
ers to CCE’s offices have raised.

So the question remains. Has Com-
munity Futures got any future? If it does,
will it be transferred or not? Even as this
article is being written (10 November)
calls are coming in with the latest gossip.
This call has some good news and some
bad news, depending on your point of
view.

First, the word on the street is the
program review has gone very well and
that Community Futures will survive.
This remains speculative, despite rela-
tively senior sources, and, because the
Masse review is now reportedly entan-
gled in the budget process, little will be
really known until the budget in Febru-
ary.

Second, there will be another 15%
budget cut. Third, it seems transfer to the
regional development agencies is firm-
ing up. However, there is no indication
that this has been yet signed off inside
the Prime Minister’s Office. What can
be derailed once, can be derailed again.

COMMUNITY FUTURES &
SOCIAL SECURITY REFORM

Is Axworthy Turning his Back on a
Strategic Partner?

Obviously one of Minister Ax-
worthy’s problems is finding time to
respond to the growing pressure for an-
swers from CFCs is that there are more
pressing matters on his agenda, namely
stick handling of looming changes to
Canada’s social security system.

Some Community Futures  groups
have recognized this and are preparing
to make presentations to the Parliamen-
tary Committee hearings.  Others are
meeting with their MP’s and many are
preparing to put their views in letters to
the Minister.
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Such actions  are very important.
Over the last few weeks it is apparent
that there is some strong support inside
the Liberal caucus for Community Fu-
tures. This includes people on the Parlia-
mentary Committee. Strengthening this
support through active representation is
just common sense.

Axworthy proposed the transfer to
Community Futures based on the ration-
ale that it was an “economic” program
and should thus be lodged in appropriate
“economic” departments. He suggested
that HRD should concentrate on deliver-
ing services to individuals. This is
picked up in the Green Paper on social
security reform where it is suggested
that training is the centrepiece of the
reform effort, training that will “create
the best labour force in the world” and
thus “attract internal and external invest-
ment.” Better quality and more effec-
tively targeted counselling and training
are seen as central the employment serv-
ices package in the Green Paper.

Training alone is an inade-
quate strategy, particularly in
communities and regions un-
der economic stress, as many
communities with Community

Futures designations are.

One wonders what is being reformed
here. Conventional  social policy and
services have always been centred on the
individual client needing assistance.
Helping individuals to adapt to a chang-
ing economic environment has been the
name of the game.

At a recent workshop sponsored in
Ottawa  by the CCE  National Policy
Group, participants felt that often the
problems faced are more community
problems than individual problems. This
is demonstrably the case in the context
of globalization. Social policy which fo-
cuses on the individual with relatively
little reference to the need to address the
environmental (i.e., contextual) aspects
misses the mark and provides only short-
term assistance rather than a sustainable
livelihood and well-being.

Whether to focus on individuals or
on environmental factors when dealing
with problems has long been a source of

debate and disagreement. But partici-
pants at the Ottawa workshop felt that
the two emphases were not incompat-
ible. The consensus was that the two are
equally crucial and benefit from a recip-
rocal relationship—a mutual relation-
ship which emphasizes mutual
responsibility, which when made opera-
tional through successful CED organiza-
tions contributes to  a new solidarity.
There are many CFCs that have been
doing this for years with dramatic re-
sults. (See “Taking Control of an Econ-
omy in Transition,” Making Waves, Vol.
5, No. 3, Autumn 1994, pp. 14-16).

Other problems associated with the
almost exclusive emphasis on training
are outlined reasonably clearly else-
where in this issue. (See the CCE sub-
mission to the Parliamentary
Committee, p. 3.) Training alone is an
inadequate strategy, particularly in com-
munities and regions under economic
stress, as many communities with Com-
munity Futures designations are. The
strange thing is that Axworthy has ex-
plicitly recognized that social and eco-
nomic factors are intertwined but seems
to have not really connected it to what is
required to bring it together at the com-
munity level.

In any case, no matter how one por-
trays the Green Paper proposals related
to employment development services, it
seems fair to suggest that the very real
risk being taken in transferring the Com-
munity Futures program to “economic”
agencies is the possible loss of one of the
most useful allies the government has in
implementing reform in rural Canada,
that is, the Community Futures Devel-
opment Corporations. While any serious
observer of the CFCs would suggest that
real  improvements  can  be  made, the
point is that in many parts of rural Can-
ada they have become an important
community-based infrastructure that
was heretofore missing.

What HRD and its predecessor
brought to the table when it created these
programs was a social development and
job creation concern for economically
distressed communities in rural and
small town Canada. Most staff within
the CF program understand this well.
Moreover, they have an organizational
culture that has evolved through seven
long years of effort to build the capacity
of communities to integrate social and
economic development. By transferring

CFs out to agencies with no recent his-
tory or expertise in community-based
development, not only is the the social
dimension of the program being unwit-
tingly endangered, but a potentially stra-
tegic partner   in mounting and
implementing some aspects of the re-
form is being cut out of HRD.

It seems kind of shortsighted to me.
If I were Minister, at least from where I
am sitting, (launching the  proverbial
long distance potshot), I would be look-
ing at over 230 organizations and thou-
sands of committed volunteers as an
asset to be mobilized in support of the
broad-based effort reform is going to
require.

IT’S NEVER TOO LATE

It is clear that many CFCs are hedg-
ing their bets and trying to make repre-
sentations to their respective regional
agencies to explain their program, why
it is important, what is working, and
why. Most are stressing that the commu-
nity dimension is critical and must be
retained. This is wise strategy.

Strangely, Axworthy recog-
nizes that social and

economic factors are inter-
twined but seems to have not
really connected it to what is
required to bring it together

at the community level.

What is not wise, at least for those
that accept the analysis outlined above,
is to treat the transfer as a done deal.
Current efforts by some CFCs and their
associations could be strengthened by
getting to MP’s. The Prime Minister’s
Office is also an important point of con-
tact. There is more than one person in-
side the PMO who is  watching the
Community Futures file  and  is con-
cerned.

It is always wise to keep the Minister
informed, so send copies to Axworthy.
Making Waves is interested in keeping
up to date and will report on any infor-
mation you care to share with us in the
next issue. To contact Making Waves,
fax (604) 723-3730.
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A PARTING SHOT TO CFC & BDC
VOLUNTEERS & STAFF

It would appear from the conversa-
tions over the past number of weeks that
there is  another source  of tension in
Community Futures regions. It has to do
with the integration of CFCs and BDCs.

Unfortunately, when the CF program
was designed, government required  a
separation of the CFCs from the BDCs.
This decision set up a dynamic that cre-
ated, in some communities, competing
turfs. There are reports that in some re-
gions there is little love lost or conversa-
tions held between the two groups.

Equally unfortunate was the Conser-
vative government’s insistence that the
board of CFCs be appointed by the Min-
ister, in consultation with local MP’s.
This is in contrast to best practice organi-
zations in the field of CED, which are
accountable to community partners and
memberships.

All too often the resulting appoint-
ments  were, to  quote a  Conservative
party activist that chaired our local CFC
for years, “a local patronage appointment
for the faithful.” While not true across
the board, there remains a legacy from
the political appointment process that
has no place in efforts to build broad-
based social and economic develop-
ment strategies.

These original requirements by gov-
ernment made no sense. It makes even
less sense now for CFCs and BDCs to
play out the politics that originate with
these decisions.

Integration of the CFCs and BDCs
represents an opportunity to  increase
community involvement, ownership,
and accountability. Communities need to
keep their eye on the strategic priorities
of community revitalization, restructure
the scarce resources at their disposal, and
get on with the job. Those CFCs that have
done the work, that have created a mem-
bership base for the organization, and
have restructured their boards and staff
have by and large been strengthened.
Those that have not, ought to get to-
gether, dig up their little bit of turf and
plant a new garden.�

Mike Lewis is executive director of the Centre for
Community Enterprise and editor of Making
Waves.
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Over the last generation, the failure of old notions of economic development to
take care of people has provoked a surge of local socio-economic innovation.
“Community economic development” (CED) has often been the label chosen for
these efforts, which otherwise appear to have little in common, but for two key
features: the devolution of decision-making to those who are most affected by the
decisions and must carry them out; and the stress on multi-functional, multi-di-
mensional strategies and vehicles to accomplish both social and economic goals.

But do they work? Which experiences, amidst all this creativity, are worthy of
replication? What has to change to make them workable? It is with these questions
in mind that the authors of Reinventing the Local Economy made their selection
of ten Canadian experiences for in-depth examination and assessment. Located
across Canada, these organizations reflect the initiative and insight—and er-
rors—of credit unions, labour, co-ops, government, and neighbourhoods in the
fight against want. The result is a substantial contribution to the understanding of
best CED practice that students, teachers, practitioners, and policy-makers will
find as inspiring as it is useful.

What are people saying about Reinventing the Local Economy?

“Reinventing the LocalEconomy is aboutpeople forming democratic organizations,
strengthening community, and creating hope. But most of all it is about participating
in building a more exciting and sustainable country. The ten initiatives described in
this book, accompanied by sound reflections from the authors, make it a must read
for anyone interested in the future of the country.” (Euclide Chiasson, Manager,
Initiatives for Renewal, Co-Op Atlantic)

“With options for developing the national economy at a premium, and dollars for
social support services disappearing, there is no room left for trial and error in
communities where too many people are without economic alternatives. The
instruction provided by these ten initiatives will help take the guesswork out of the
building viable economies in which the community is central and government is
the facilitator. It is the stuff of progress.” (Teresa MacNeil, Office of the President,
Department of Extension, St. Francis Xavier University)

“I am very impressed with the authors’ thorough research and important analysis
of CED practice in Canada. I believe that it will be a very valuable tool for
practitioners, policy-makers, and private sector partners. It will further their under-
standing of the important role they together must play in our communities’ social
and economic future.” (Doreen Parsons, Director, Human Resources Develop-
ment Association)

To order a copy of Reinventing the Local Economy, contact CCE Publications
Customer Service, 2905-31st Street, Suite 5, Vernon, B.C. V1T 5H6 Tel (604)
542-7057 Fax (604) 542-7229 E-mail ccewdg@web.apc.org
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