
NANCY NEAMTAN

Many Making Waves readers will know
Nancy as the long-time director of RÉSO,
a premier community development cor-
poration that has been transforming its
neighbourhoods in southwest Montréal.
They would know that the decades-long
trend of disinvestment and job loss in that
district has finally been reversed due in
large part to the successful development

projects and advocacy activities of RÉSO
and its allies. However, very few readers
would know that in the ‘60s Nancy gradu-
ated from McGill to a full-time career in
social activism, street theatre, and com-
munity organizing, in which she used her
talent as a fiddler in music groups that
played on behalf of social justice.

Looking back, she wonders what led

her into CED. She was a typical rebellious
teenager from a middle-class family, but
she was exposed to many different mi-
lieus, working with poor people. She ad-
mits she rebelled against her parents in
those days, and yet they offered her the
opportunity to achieve as a woman. She
was a top student, who, in the arrogance
of youth, thought of herself as surely
smarter than all of her teachers. The hope
of social justice spurred her life; she never
held a job for more than a year, and then
merely “survival-type” jobs as a waitress
or clerk in an insurance company.

In those days she thought that the
perfect society was possible if only she
and others would hew to la ligne juste (the
correct line). But, as time wore on, she
saw social problems still worsening, and
eventually she concluded that nothing
good could happen without tackling the
underlying economic problems. She be-
lieves today that the social movements of
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Is a bilingual English Lit major from the hippie 1960s the sort of citizen leader

to nudge Québec province into a socially responsible economy? Yet a lot of

community-based organizations are betting on Nancy Neamtan to do just that

job, stemming from Québec’s Economic Summit in October 1996. CED groups,

environmental groups, welfare rights groups, women’s groups, and many others

have banded together to create Chantier de l’économie sociale (Building the

Social Economy), a province-wide effort that Nancy heads up. They forged an

action plan that pledges to create 20,000 jobs in the next three years, and the

provincial government has promised millions of dollars to underwrite the work.

Profile of a CED Leader

When asked what makes a good leader in CED,

Neamtan will immediately stress that it is not technical

expertise in economics, or business, or management....

“the experts” don’t make the successes. Nancy sees her-

self as an “artist” who can use the conventional tools

(like a business plan) to make the values of CED real.
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these times will have to recognize the
realities of the economic dimension. Jok-
ingly she says, “If we in the left ever got
into power, we wouldn’t know what to do”
- without a realistic grasp of economics.

Searching around for ways to avoid re-
inventing strategies that already had
worked elsewhere, she settled on the
community-based economic develop-
ment corporation as the basic tool to real-
ize the values she and her co-workers
believed in. So in 1984 she helped organ-
ize the forerunner of RÉSO, the Program
économique de Pointe St-Charles
(known as PEP). There, social projects
were combined with economic projects
(including a small business loan fund) to
revitalize one of the lowest of low-income
neighbourhoods of Montréal.

The switch to the businesslike ap-
proach of CED was not easy. Many of her
old associates and co-workers in the social
justice movements wondered if she had
lost her way, wondered whether it was
possible to engage in business develop-
ment, loan funds, and the like, and not get
swallowed up by the very forces that they
had fought so hard together to overcome.
Nancy reports that the same debates are
going on today in the work of the Chantier
organization. But she firmly insists that
the basic values of solidarity, equality, and
equity are inherent in the CED strategy.

Given a commitment to those values
and an understanding of the importance
of the economic process, Nancy believes
that there are no easy choices. In isolated
rural communities, perhaps one can build
an alternative economy, but in urban areas
one has to deal with market forces and
somehow find a way to work with the
existing powers and players to make basic
changes.

In Point St. Charles, the people and
their neighbourhood were threatened by
gentrification - that is, the only solution
that traditional economics had for the
problems of the community was to simply
get rid of it. “We had to propose alterna-

tives, and we had to use the existing ac-
tors to create the jobs and economic en-
vironment we needed.” So the
community groups coalesced to enlist the
local retailers, and then some unionists,
and then other private sector business.
They built around a consensus that what-
ever was done had to benefit local people.

When two big factories closed with
1000 workers out on the street in the
space of three weeks, a political opportu-

nity arose to mobilize all the unions and
government. “We had a perspective, and
so we could maintain leadership,” Nancy
recalls. At this juncture PEP swiftly ex-
panded into RÉSO, involving other
neighbourhoods and their groups - and a
larger target territory in order to make a
major impact.

Of course, it was not simple. As soon
as the traditional economic leaders saw
that people were mobilized to do some-

thing about development and that gov-
ernment was ready to provide funds, they
sought to take over. RÉSO insisted that
its own people were the ones who had to
make the decisions because it was their
lives at stake; but RÉSO also took steps
to involve the traditional industrial and
finance leaders in a common struggle.
RÉSO is an acronym for the organization’s
very long name - Regroupment pour la
relance économique et social du sud-
ouest de Montréal. But it is also a play on
the French word réseau, meaning network.
And that has been the key to all of Nancy’s
work.

When asked what makes a good leader
in CED, she will immediately stress that
it is not technical expertise in economics,
or business, or management. Yet typical of
her practical use of intellectual resources,
she cites Patricia Pritchard’s recent book,
Artists, Artisans, and Technocrats, which ar-
gues persuasively that “the experts” don’t
make the successes. Nancy sees herself as
an “artist” who can use the conventional
tools (like a business plan) to make the
values of CED real. Being good with peo-
ple is, of course, important, but that is not
a technical skill, she insists. Anyone who
knows Nancy will recognize her funda-
mental commitment to the right of eve-
ryone to realize his or her own creativity.
And that surely is the basis of the strong
networks that are making RÉSO and
Chantier effective.

What does the future hold for CED?
Or at least CED in Québec? Nancy ad-
mits that RÉSO (and CED in general in
Québec) is in a worrisome period.

For some ten years RÉSO has success-
fully fought mainstream forces as a kind
of pilot project, using the strengths of a
broadly-based local membership. Now,
suddenly, at least in Québec, CED (and
RÉSO) is recognized as here to stay and
something that the provincial govern-
ment has to support. But, she worries,
when governments get involved they
have to set rules, criteria, policies - “a
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wall-to-wall structure” that endangers
CED by creating a model and forcing
community groups to fit it. With the other
CDCs in the province, RÉSO must try to
head that off, but “government has
trouble with differences.”

So far as the national picture (and the
federal government) is concerned, maybe
CDCs will be accepted as a special case,
but the traditional perspective in busi-
ness and government is fixated on the
idea of exports and high tech. She sug-
gests that the social economy perspective
has a long way to go before it is truly
accepted. One of the most threatening

prospects, however, may have been
headed off in Quebec - that is, the spectre
of workfare. That so-called welfare re-
form, Nancy stresses, “is totally antago-
nistic to CED.” It undermines the
self-determination of people who seek
the self-respect of work and the dignity
of their own creativity.

Married to a Montreal civil servant
who has social development responsibili-
ties which makes his work also highly
compatible with their family values,
Nancy radiates an infectious cheer de-
spite the challenges of Chantier and
RÉSO. Work and family together (“four

great kids, two of our own and two of his”)
appear to increase the energy and reach
of one of CED’s outstanding leaders.�

STEWART PERRY, former director of the
Centre for Community Economic Develop-
ment (Sydney, Nova Scotia), is a CED re-
searcher, advisor, and commentator. He
first met Nancy Neamtan when she was do-
ing research to launch the Pt. St. Charles
program. He also acted as a consultant to
PEP in its early stages.
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