
PROSPECTS FOR A

CED-LABOUR ALLIANCE

Facing the Issues, Creating the Opportunities

CED: THE CHALLENGES OF JOB

QUANTITY & QUALITY

There are probably 1,000 local organiza-

tions across Canada today that would

identify their activities as relating mainly

to CED. However, most of these groups

are very small and their employment im-

pacts equally modest. Overall, it is un-

likely that the total employment

associated with CED programs across the

country, excluding the formal co-opera-

tive sector, exceeds 20,000 working-age

Canadians.

Most CED businesses are informal

ones: they tend to be small, underfi-

nanced, and employ low-technology proc-

esses, competing with other firms that do

not need to attend to social concerns.

CED enterprises usually offer low wages,

rarely offer decent benefit packages, and

are hardly ever organized by unions. In

short, CED generally produces jobs of low

quality as well as jobs in small quantity.

In spite of these limitations, however,

community economic development can

offer an alternative to poverty, alienation,

and marginalization. It can offer a meas-

ure of social, economic, and psychological

empowerment. It can offer cost-effective

organizational vehicles and networks

through which broader social change can

be pursued. Can organized labour help

CED proponents address some of the

field’s problems of scale, job quality, and

broader change?

LABOUR’S ROLE IN CED

To date, organized labour in Canada has

been involved in CED primarily through

popular coalitions and by financing com-

munity projects.

At the national level, the Canadian

Labour Congress and its affiliates have

provided most of the funding, and much

analytic support, for the Alternative Fed-

eral Budget. Among other policies, the

1997 AFB recommends federal spending of

$100 million on CED initiatives, as well as

a series of other initiatives to encourage

governments, banks, and trust companies

to finance community projects, particularly

those serving marginalized populations.

Another national coalition in which

the Congress and some of its affiliates are

involved is the Community Reinvest-

ment Coalition, which includes CED

groups as well as other popular groups.

The CRC is pressing for legislation that

would require banks to reinvest a portion
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t’s time for community economic development and organized labour to get

serious about an alliance. The common cause of both parties is sustainable

Canadian communities. And the issues that must be addressed for this

alliance to emerge have never been clearer.

Community economic development was highlighted at the Jobs Now! Confer-

ence organized by the Canadian Labour Congress this February in Ottawa. Some

labour leaders and activists there voiced suspicions that CED serves as a distrac-

tion, dulling citizen militancy and enabling politicians to claim they are addressing

joblessness and economic injustice.

However, a growing number of respected trade unionists, in both the private

and public sectors, are eager to learn more about CED and get behind it in their

home communities. In fact, a surprising number of unions are already engaged,

and want to do more.

Organized labour & propo-

nents of CED have several

issues to address with respect

to CED’s performance as a

jobs strategy. Were they to

engage in more dialogue, they

could well find that they

could assist each other in a

number of areas.
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of their deposits from a locality in com-

munity projects in that area.

Labour also leads or participates in

local coalitions that promote CED as an

approach for job creation and community

fairness and sustainability. In the Na-

tional Capital Region, for example, the

Public Service Alliance of Canada has

sponsored workshops in economic diver-

sification as part of its contribution to the

local chapter of Cho!ces, a national social-

justice coalition.

Labour, particularly through its ven-

ture funds, has also directly financed

some CED projects. In the 1980s, the

Québec Federation of Labour, through

the Québec Solidarity Fund, provided fi-

nancial support to a number of CED or-

ganizations in Montreal. In British

Columbia, the Working Opportunity

Fund, sponsored by major unions there,

invests in community loan funds that

serve small business. The Manitoba Fed-

eration of Labour’s Crocus Fund is de-

signing a nonprofit foundation that will

make grants and loans to CED projects for

low-income and other equality-seeking

groups.

Unions have been involved in social

housing as well. Nationally, the Canadian

Labour Congress was instrumental in set-

ting up the Co-operative Housing Foun-

dation. Many local labour councils across

the country sponsored co-operative hous-

ing projects in their communities in the

1970s and ‘80s. In Cape Breton, the sup-

port of labour was crucial to nonprofit and

co-operative housing projects which led

to the start-up of a prominent CDC, New

Dawn Enterprises of Sydney. Cape

Breton Labourers Development Corpora-

tion finances the construction of afford-

able homes for International Labourers

Union members. In British Columbia in

the 1980s, organized labour supported a

progressive board of directors at Vancou-

ver City Savings Credit Union, which re-

sulted in innovative projects involving

affordable housing as well as ethically-

screened mutual funds and grant-making

to community projects.

GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN CED

Neither trade unions nor CED organiza-

tions argue that their strategies and re-

sources are sufficient for addressing

unemployment, poverty, and social injus-

tice. They locate them within a broader

framework for change, including an ex-

pansionary macroeconomic policy; major

public investment in social, environ-

mental, and traditional infrastructure; in-

centives for innovation and research and

development; establishment of new pools

of long-term, patient capital which reward

companies that create jobs and that finance

community initiatives; maintaining em-

ployment in the public sector; and reducing

work time. This is an ideal package.

But in practice, governmentsat all levels

have played a role in CED which, if promi-

nent, has been uneven and unpredictable.

First, most governments have been re-

luctant to provide sustained core funding

to community development corporations.

This is the hardest money to raise, and is

crucial to long-term success. Second, gov-

ernments have tended to support a series

of pilot projects which are later rarely

replicated or scaled up. Consequently,

CED efforts fail to reach sufficient critical

mass to exert significant impact on the na-

tional unemployment rate. Third, changes

in governments result in changes in policy,

which are costly for local organizations.

In general, governments have tended to

support the ideas and projects of local busi-

ness associations, often to the exclusion, or

at least marginalization, of the ideas and

projects of popular-sector interests. Until

the advocates of CED can bring real politi-

cal and economic clout to bear on Canada’s

power-holders andpower-brokers, this situ-

ation is not going to change.

Creating the Alternative Federal Budget -

an annual project of organized labour,

academics, & social justice groups since

1995. (Photo credit: Cho!ces Coalition)
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CRITICAL ISSUES & OPPORTUNITIES

Organized labour and proponents of CED

have several issues to address with re-

spect to CED’s performance as a jobs

strategy. Were union leaders and activists

to engage in more dialogue with CED

leaders and practitioners, and equality-

seeking groups, they could well find that

they could assist each other in a number

of areas.

Linking Collective

Bargaining & CED

The collective bargaining process, the

central feature of trade

unionism, has never

been directly linked to

community develop-

ment. This will have to

change if the CED-la-

bour alliance is to ulti-

mately succeed.

Sectoral or local unions

could choose to bargain

company (or joint em-

ployer-employee) contri-

butions to community

projects. For example, bar-

gaining 1-cent or 2-cent an

hour automatic contribu-

tions to a local CDC or

loan fund would result an

importantnewinjectionof

funds for CED and a func-

tional connection be-

tween labour and

community organizations.

Contributions of this na-

ture have already been

bargained for international projects by

the Canadian Autoworkers, the Steel-

workers and CEP; in fact, the CAW sup-

ports some social-justice projects in

Canada.

There may be another way this can go.

Perhaps unions can find ways to offer

employees of CED projects associate un-

ion membership. In exchange for reason-

able membership fees, associate

members might be able to adhere to the

union’s benefits plan, especially for insur-

ance and health purposes. This may be a

way for unions to begin relating to the

“social economy” and for CED groups to

link productively with labour.

Engaging in Coalitions and Projects

Coalitions may be helpful to scale up

CED efforts so that they reach more Ca-

nadians. Labour’s role in coalitions that

advocate greater public spending on CED -

and other legislative, regulatory, and fis-

cal measures to advance this strategy -

is essential for success.

In many communi-

ties, on the other hand, it

may be time for labour to

move from involvement

in coalitions to involve-

ment in concrete employ-

ment-creation through

projects. Unionists can sit

on the boards of CDCs,

loan funds, or credit un-

ions to help shape policy

and strategy. National

and local unions and la-

bour investment funds

can contribute to the fi-

nancing of community

jobs projects, and advo-

cate favourable tax treat-

ment of community

investments by individu-

als and organizations.

Stepping up for

Social Housing

As governments with-

draw from the area of so-

cial housing, more Canadians - particu-

larly the homeless, low-income citizens,

young people entering the job market,

and the elderly on fixed incomes - badly

need access to socially targeted and af-

fordable housing. Can organized labour

(especially but not exclusively in the con-

struction trades) and jointly-trusteed

pension funds explore joint projects with

community organizations and govern-

For labour& CED

organizations to find

common ground, they

must tackle these

critical issues

together, forthrightly

& energetically. The

issues are the raw

material for alliance.

Conflict or immobi-

lization over them is

not inevitable.

REQUIRES AN

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

SEED Winnipeg Inc. is a community eco-

nomic development organization which

has been in operation for five years. Its

focus is the inner city of Winnipeg,

where it operates an individualized mi-

cro-enterprise program, a peer lending

program, and a community enterprises

program. It is seeking to shift its empha-

sis from micro-enterprise to a more com-

plete CED program.

The organization is seeking an Executive

Director with:

� a track record in community economic

development;

� proven skills in managing a non-profit

organization, including financial man-

agement and experience working for

a volunteer Board of Directors;

� a value base related to building

healthy communities and empower-

ing marginalized people;

� knowledge and skills related to the

identification, assessment, and sup-

port of business opportunities;

� experience in non-profit fund-raising

Deadline for applications is April 24,

1998.

Resumes should be submitted to:

Garry Loewen

SEED Winnipeg Inc.

400 Logan Avenue

Winnipeg, MB R3A 0R1
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ments that will generate good construc-

tion jobs and, at the same time, add to the

stock of new housing available to low-in-

come and middle-income Canadians?

Recognizing the Tension

Between High Wages

& Affordable Services

Trade unionists rightly seek collectively-

bargained wages and benefits when they

work on a CED initiative, such as building

affordable housing or other facilities.

However, community organizations also

rightly point out that their low-income

clients cannot afford to pay to use the new

facilities if the full cost of union-made

construction is passed on to them. In such

cases, government funds must be mobi-

lized to subsidize the consumer, sup-

ported by coalitions and electoral politics.

Donations of land by religious groups,

land trusts, or municipalities can also

keep social housing affordable.

Labour and CED organizations should

also consider conducting joint research on

how the quality of CED-generated jobs

can be improved. A wide range of work-

place indicators and strategies for change

deserve investigation.

Promoting Training

& Technical Assistance

There is now enough material that could

be collected on the experience of labour

and CED to permit the development of

courses, manuals, and case studies on this

subject for union leaders and activists.

While many technical assistance

groups exist in the field of CED, very few

work closely with labour. Unions could

consider establishing, through existing

structures, technical assistance groups or

networks that could advise locals, labour

councils, and other bodies interested in

using CED as a jobs strategy.

Worker Ownership

Worker ownership and community eco-

nomic development are separate, dis-

tinct, but potentially related strategies.

Unlike CED, worker ownership has gen-

erally been applied in the “formal sector”

of the economy, where wages tend to be

higher, technology complex and enter-

prises larger - and where unions are active

in the collective bargaining process. (See

the sidebar “Worker Ownership,” on the

page following.)

However, there are examples in Can-

ada and the United States where worker

ownership projects have been imple-

mented as part of a larger community-

wide effort, and even formally financed

and otherwise supported by the frame-

work of community-based organizations.

Such arrangements can be beneficial

in both directions: the community is able

to benefit from the stability and spending

power associated with the good jobs re-

tained by worker ownership, and the en-

terprise in question receives the political,

financial, and organizational support of

the community and its allies in govern-

ments at various levels.

CONCLUSION

Canadians have developed some very suc-

cessful models in the field of CED. For all

their innovation, however, they still re-

main a minor feature of the country’s

economic landscape, packing all kinds of

moral and intellectual weight, but little

political and economic influence.

Labour’s understanding of the work-

place, its political leverage, and its access

to financial resources may prove to be

useful in addressing job quality, promot-

ing “going to scale” to reach more Cana-

dians with successful CED approaches,

and meeting new needs for affordable

housing.

For labour and CED organizations to

find common ground, they must tackle

these critical issues together, forthrightly

and energetically. The issues are the raw

material for alliance. Conflict or immobi-

lization over them is not inevitable. But

both sides must be satisfied that their

needs are being met in the process of

addressing the issues.�
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The preparation of much of this

paper was supported by the Cana-

dian Labour Congress for a back-

ground document for the conference

entitled “Jobs Now! Making the

‘New’ Economy Work for People,”

sponsored by the Congress in

Ottawa, February 17-20, 1998. Pro-

ceedings of the conference are avail-

able from Bob Baldwin, Canadian

Labour Congress, 2841 Riverside

Drive, Ottawa, Ontario K1V 8X7.
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