
NEW DAWN
ENTERPRISES (III)
Cape Breton’s famous CDC heeds the call to evolution

The issue of community building, how-
ever, remains ever constant. Interestingly,
the necessity of bringing closure to two
decades of aggressive real estate develop-
ment presents the organization with an
important challenge in relationship to its
larger organizational goal.

IDENTITY, EDUCATION, CAPITAL

New Dawn has long believed that the
viability and success of any community
development corporation (CDC) is sub-
stantially enhanced by three elements: a
sense of identity particular to the com-

munity that is home to the
CDC; an affiliation be-
tween the CDC and an
educational facility; and
the CDC’s ability to resolve
the issue of capital. The
continuing process of es-
tablishing and growing
businesses requires on-going access to in-
vestment money. If a CDC intends to
maintain a program of on-going develop-
ment the organization must determine
how best to obtain those funds.

The Mondragon Worker Co-operative

system in Spain stands as a primary exam-
ple of the importance of these elements.
Mondragon, which is located in northern
Spain, operates in the context of the
Basque culture. The centerpiece of the
Mondragon system is the Bank. One of
the first programs Mondragon launched
was the technical school.
Cape Breton’s Identity
Cape Breton is an island, and like most
islands, Cape Breton generates within its
people a particular sense of identity. Cape

Bretoners believe them-
selves to be a distinctive
people.

To construct and oper-
ate a progressive CDC is
a radical declaration that
traditional social and eco-
nomic structures and insti-
tutions are unsuitable and
insufficient in relation to
the community interest.
The CDC perspective,
however, is not a call to
revolution, instead it is a
call for evolution. The
CDC intent is to build a
new, 21st-century struc-
ture.

This claim requires a
sense of shared commu-

nity purpose and courage. Such qualities
tend to be more easily generated in a
context of shared identity. New Dawn’s
survival and accomplishments are to be
understood, in part, as a by-product of
Cape Breton’s special identity.

RANKIN MACSWEEN

New Dawn has long been perceived as an organization primarily devoted

to providing affordable housing. The fact is that over the past decade

the corporation has diversified. Cape Breton Association for Housing

Development, New Dawn’s first-born company, focused on the task of providing

affordable housing. While in the early years this company represented the domi-

nant corporate activity, much has changed. New Dawn presently operates nine

subsidiary companies. Cape Breton Association for Housing Development now

represents about 35% of total corporate activity.

New Dawn never intended to exclusively apply itself to the

housing issue. From the outset the organization was committed to

the goal of community building. The corporate methodology is to

address practical community problems.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, one of the pressing issues

confronting Cape Breton was affordable family housing. Twenty

years later both the issues and the circumstances surrounding the

issues have changed. There now are different practical problems

which the organization is seeking to address.
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The University College
of Cape Breton
The educational element has also been
critical to New Dawn’s development.
Although Cape Breton is the second
most highly-populated area of Nova
Scotia - a province which is home to eight
degree-granting universities - it was not
until the mid-1970s that the Island re-
ceived its own degree granting institu-
tion, the University College of Cape
Breton (UCCB).

The establishment of UCCB is a story
about overcoming strong provincial oppo-
sition to the concept of an island-based
university. Like many other community
economic development initiatives, it is a
story characterized by struggle and perse-
verance. From the provincial perspective,
the University College of Cape Breton
now functions as part of the provincial
educational system. From the community
perspective, however, the establishment
and operation of UCCB has been one of
the most important developments of the
century. UCCB plays an integral role in
the economic, social, and cultural life of
the Island.

New Dawn is a child of UCCB. While
UCCB and New Dawn are not formally
connected, informally New Dawn was
conceived and nurtured by the Univer-
sity. The founding New Dawn Chair, Dr.
Greg MacLeod, is a professor of philoso-
phy at UCCB and the four subsequent
chairpersons have been University fac-
ulty. The educational perspective pro-
vided by these leaders encouraged an
organizational culture of experimentation
and learning.

Consequently, New Dawn is primarily
an educational event. The organization’s
main preoccupation is learning how to
serve as an effective instrument for re-
building the community.
The Issue of Capital
Capital is the third element critical to the
development of a vital, progressive CDC.
For the past 20 years New Dawn dealt

with the issue of capital through its real
estate holdings.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s Cape
Breton’s real estate was subject to the
same, though less intense, inflationary
spiral experienced by the rest of the coun-
try. As a result, whatever building New
Dawn constructed or bought one year was
worth more the next. The organization
was able to raise whatever capital was
required by selling or leveraging one of its
holdings.

By the mid-1990s, however, the value
of real estate was spiraling downward.
New Dawn’s practice of using real estate
to raise its capital requirements was no
longer sustainable.

NEW DAWN’S VALUES

In the early years, New Dawn did not have
the benefit of a clear conceptual under-
standing. There was no theoretical frame-
work to delineate the strategies that the
organization should employ. New Dawn’s
founders had no idea of the profound
impact Cape Breton’s special sense of
identity would have on the organization.
They did not know that establishing and

developing UCCB would be critical to
New Dawn’s viability. They did not an-
ticipate the escalation in value of their
real estate acquisitions and the means
this would provide to launch the organi-
zation into other developments. Such un-
derstandings are now available on the basis
of 20 years of organizational experience.

The founders relied on their felt sense
of what was appropriate. Their actions,
however, were grounded in the values
that are critical to community building:
hope, faith, and love.

The founders acted on the basis of
hope for New Dawn and its possibility.
They acted on the basis of faith: faith
that, if the energy of the community was
focused and structured within a New
Dawn-style organization, good will and
perseverance could lead to a significant
process of community problem-solving.
They acted on the basis of a love for their
community. In other words, their aspiration
was that Cape Breton could have more and
that Cape Breton could be more.

The contraction of the role of the pub-
lic sector in the area of affordable housing
and the radical change that the Cape
Breton real estate market is experiencing
is having an important impact on Cape
Breton and New Dawn. At the same time,
New Dawn is forced to confront the chal-
lenge of identifying new ways of raising
its capital. These factors present the or-
ganization with a new and difficult set of
circumstances. But, even as the organiza-
tion wrestles with the implications of
these changes, there is confidence that
New Dawn will find its way, for New
Dawn is still driven by the hope, faith, and
love that inspired the original vision.�

RANKIN MACSWEEN is president of New
Dawn Enterprises. A native Cape Bretoner,
he has worked with the organization in a va-
riety of capacities, voluntary and staff, since
1978. Contact him at (tel) 902-539-9560,
(fax) 902-539-7210, and (e-mail)
newdawn@atcon.com.
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