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I
t is increasingly apparent that community economic development

and social policy can learn a lot from each other. Equally important,

we need each other to fulfill our respective objectives.

Social policy is concerned with reducing poverty and promoting

economic and social well-being. The high rate and increased dura-

tion of unemployment are primary causes of poverty.

Unemployment significantly affects physical and mental health.

Paid work provides the primary source of income for most house-

holds. It also ensures a sense of purpose and identity, social status

and connectedness, and opportunities for personal development

and growth. Small wonder unemployment is positively correlated

with higher mortality from heart disease and suicide.

Traditional social policy solutions to unemployment have been di-

rected towards the public sector. Governments can create jobs di-

rectly through investments in infrastructure and research and

development. Governments can support training and ease access to

postsecondary education through loans and grants. They can promote

a healthy economy by keeping interest rates at reasonable levels.

WHY SOCIAL POLICY NEEDS CED

These public policy measures remain basic weapons in the fight against

unemployment. But community economic development adds a crucial

dimension that public policy has not effectively addressed.

CED has created employment opportunities in communities

devastated by recession and economic restructuring. It has helped

build the economies of remote communities with no substantial lo-

cal markets. It has sparked self-employment opportunities for laid-

off workers who need to re-tool as the economy shifts. CED has

found ways to promote access to capital not available through tradi-

tional sources. It has provided access to technical assistance for

business start-up not delivered through large government schemes.

But CED also has the potential to accomplish far more than cre-

ate jobs; it explicitly tries to integrate social needs within economic

activity. CED promotes social well-being by opening the employ-

ment door to marginalized people and those deemed ‘hard to em-

ploy,’ e.g., the disabled and long-term social assistance recipients.

WHY CED NEEDS SOCIAL POLICY

But CED is no panacea for poverty. While it may help create jobs,

the now-employed households may still be poor. A job is no longer

a ticket to economic security. The number of working poor house-

holds in Canada has been rising. In 1996, half of the heads of low-

income families and 39% of poor unattached individuals were em-

ployed. These households remained poor because they earned low

wages or could find only seasonal or part-time work.

Certain social programs, known as “transfers,” help cushion the

insecurities of the labour market in several key ways. The Child Tax

Benefit assists low- and middle-income families with children. Em-

ployment Insurance and welfare provide income when earnings

have been interrupted or when households have no other sources

of support. Still other transfers pay retirement income when indi-

viduals leave the labour market entirely.

The table below shows the impact of transfers upon the total in-

come of families in the bottom quintile – i.e., incomes less than

$23,958. The solid line represents market income, i.e., income from

wages and salaries, self-employment, interest from savings and divi-

dends, private pensions, and other nongovernmental sources. The

dotted line shows total income – i.e., market income plus transfers.

Average Family Income, bottom quintile, before & after transfers

Clearly, social programs in the form of transfers substantially

boost the total income of the poorest families in the country.

These programs are essential for many participants engaged in

CED initiatives. There are a range of other social policy issues rele-

vant to CED – e.g., obstacles to employment created by tax provi-

sions, training programs, and welfare.

OUR COMMON GROUND

Perhaps most important is the fact that CED and social policy share

the same goal: to promote economic and social well-being. It is

time for our so-called “bottom up” and “top down” approaches to

human well-being to find our middle – and common – ground.�
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