
THE PRACTICE OF

SELF-SUFFICIENCY

FINANCIAL, PSYCHOLOGICAL, HISTORICAL

The idea of self-sufficiency in community

economic development derives concep-

tually from the close linkage of CED with

the business of business development. In

fact, CED as a comprehensive strategy for

community improvement

cannot mean very much at all unless it

includes the process of creating busi-

nesses, and I am very strong on that.

CED may include a lot of other differ-

ent activities, which vary from commu-

nity to community, but always it must

include promoting new and strengthened

local businesses. Those businesses are

central to any CED strategy because they

powerfully extend the resource base of

the community in one or more of a great

variety of ways, generating job creation,

needed services, supportive revenues for

the entrepreneurial organization, and so

on. And of course, while a new business

gets started by a little help from its

friends, the expectation is that it must

not rely on that help indefinitely and thus

must seek self-sufficiency in the market-

place.

So central is the idea of businesses as

financially self-sufficient institutions

that the entrepreneurial CED groups

themselves absorb the idea of self-suffi-

ciency as a goal for themselves. And that

idea is coincidentally promoted by others
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I
want to get something off my chest that has bothered me for a long time. I

mean my feeling that the stress on financial self-sufficiency as it has been

experienced in recent years by community development groups is quite

thoroughly misguided. That stress has emanated from several sources, and it is for

the most part well meant, but it is misguided nevertheless. I recognize that

financial self-sufficiency is a capital “G” Good in most people’s minds; so I would

like to argue the point in the hopes that an examination can be helpful to

community development groups and those who seek to work with them.
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looking at CED organizations. So there is

pressure on the organization from founda-

tions and governments and other financial

supporters to get to financial self-suffi-

ciency as soon as possible. “As soon as pos-

sible” sometimes is totally unrealistic.

Some time ago I myself was told that I

should bring my CED technical assistance

organization to self-sufficiency in three

years - as if my client community groups,

starved by the very agencies that urged

self-sufficiency,wouldhavetheresourcesto

pay for the work I was doing with them.

THE MYTHOLOGY

OF THE “SELF-MADE”

The genesis of the idea of self-sufficiency

in all CED seems quite clearly in the

ideology of the business world. It stems

historically from the initial age of en-

trepreneurship, in which the ideology of

business and of the self-made man took

shape. And now we are saddled with that

ridiculous notion and with the concept of

businesses as somehow self-sufficient

within the marketplace. Of course, busi-

nesses are not self-sufficient in the market

place. They depend for all the world on

being able to cast off certain costs. For

example, a trucking company casts off the

costs of highway repair because of its

overloaded trucks, not to mention all the

indirect costs of pollution, while at the

same time it seeks the destruction of its

railroad competitors by claiming they get

subsidies for railbed maintenance. Nev-

ertheless, derivatively, we have been

plagued with the idea that CED groups

should be self-sufficient too.

Psychologically, it is very comforting to

think of one’s self as self-made, a man of

his own pocket, it is said. And similarly to

see one’s own business as an independent

self-sufficient organization can be very

heady and intoxicating, particularly if it

starts to make billions. And so we also

pursue the happy goal of financial self-

sufficiency for organizations dedicated to

improving the lot of marginalized citizens

and their community. How wonderful will

it be when the on-going work of helping

the impoverished is fully funded by its

own self-sufficient business efforts! Now,

put that way, the ridiculousness of this

perspective on financial self-sufficiency

is easy to see, but I am afraid that it does

not get put that way because of the myth

of self-sufficiency.

CED organizations themselves and

their funders (government and private)

all too often participate in that shadow

play. Their motivations interlock. CED

groups would like to get out from under

the demeaning dependence upon re-

peated proposals to those with money to

grant. And the grantors would like to feel

as if they had helped start something that

no longer needed support. But both are

being unrealistic.

First of all, the depleted community

that is trying to right itself has undergone

all too many years of disinvestment. It has

exported rents and other payments; it has

exported its people, especially the

younger generations; and it has lost its

capital assets or seen them deteriorate in

favour of other communities. Businesses

depart, financial institutions redline,

families lose wage-earners.

That process has to be reversed, and

that of course is just what a CED strategy

has somehow to manage. Under these

circumstances, it simply has to be ac-

cepted that the history of disinvestment

must be redressed by the importation of

capital, technical knowledge, and new,

contributing residents. The community

cannot be financially self-sufficient if its

assets have been siphoned off for so many

years. It has to be dependent upon the

outside for financial and other assistance.

The trick will be to make sure that that

assistance is productive and creative, not

just palliative as most welfare dollars have

been.

Self-sufficiency and self-reliance in

the best sense must be recognized as

what they are, namely, something under-

girded by a productive interchange, an

interdependence, in which all the parties

are gaining. A business survives and grows

not because it is self-sufficient but be-

cause it offers something that others

need. The business lives off that needy

environment. The self-made man has

been made by others, and in his pocket

are those other people’s dollars.

You may point out that effort and

goods and services have been sold. Yes,

but both man and business have ex-

changed more than goods and services

and dollars. Both have thrived in a fertile

environment of social support and en-

couragement, including an environment

of subsidy and gift, from government and

from private sources. The CED group

must expect no less than the same. Only

with the same support will it be able to

survive.

RESTORING AN ENVIRONMENT

FOR BUSINESS

Community economic development as a

strategy actually recognizes this inter-

change of environment and business.

That is why CED groups do not just de-

velop businesses, rather they engage in a

much more complex process. They are

The central purpose of

CED groups will always

jeopardize their survivabil-

ity. That is, the grand

purpose of reviving a

faltering community is so

imposing & demanding

that it must, at times, take

precedence over survival.
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concerned with the social, physical, and

cultural infrastructure within which their

own and other local businesses will have

to operate. The environment for the busi-

nesses is as important as the businesses

themselves. To build new businesses or

attract them or to strengthen and encour-

age those that are already there, the com-

munity development organization works

on creating a welcoming environment:

good schools, attractive parks, well-

trained workers, child care and senior care

and youth facilities and all the rest. That

will be an important part of what it is and

has in order to exchange with the outside

world. But it will need to go further of

course.

The question is often asked, “How do

we take our community to self-suffi-

ciency?” The question might be better

phrased, “How do we discover the things in

our community that would be valuable to

the outside? What does our community

have to offer others? What creative relation-

ships of interdependence can be forged?”

I would suggest that, paradoxical as it

may seem, the marginalized community,

if it is mobilized, must see itself as having

something as important to offer the grant-

givers as the grantors have to give it. That

community must think of itself as a valu-

able receiver of support, valuable to the

outside world. Naturally, an economic

good is fundamental (for example, if

there is a special traditional skill in an art,

it should be promoted); but beyond that

the community must also see itself as

properly the beneficiary of supports that

will enable it to be more productive and

to contribute to the world outside.

CEDO SURVIVAL?

OR COMMUNITY REVIVAL?

The sense in which self-sufficiency is a

misguided goal for CED groups boils

down to the simple fact that mere survival

or even survival with growth is not the

goal for any organization that tries to carry

out a community economic development

strategy. Surviving and growing on sales

revenues generated is appropriate for an

ordinary business (even for most busi-

nesses that CED groups own, I’ll grant

that too).

But the central purpose of CED groups will

always jeopardize their survivability. That is,

the grand purpose of reviving a faltering

community is so imposing and demand-

ing that it must, at times, take prece-

dence over survival.

The best example I know is the organi-

zation that has sold its birthright for a

permanent series of grants, the condi-

tions of which undermine its very pur-

pose. Such an organization has moved

from being development-oriented to be-

ing simply project-oriented, for purposes

of survival. The very basis of CED - the

local self-determination of strategy, the

opportunity to make your own decisions -

may be forfeited to follow inappropriate

government regulations that go along

with the grants. The regulations may be

appropriate for the government con-

cerned, but when they are inappropriate

for the community, they cannot be ac-

cepted. If they are, the survival of the

organization has taken precedence over

the community’s revival.

Let me take an easy example. If the

CED organization in the name of the

community has decided to take responsi-

bility to help any local resident find the

way to self-employment, but the grant

says it can help only some and not others,

then that becomes an issue. It could be

an issue to finesse for a period while other

resources are found for other residents;

but if community services are regularly

refused some residents in favour of oth-

ers, that cannot be tolerated. (You recog-

nize, of course, that the issue would not

have arisen, had the organization itself

determined to help a single category of

residents - those, say, who are physically

or mentally disabled - to become self-em-

ployed and had obtained a grant for that

purpose.)

I have witnessed something like what

I have described, and seen the organiza-

tion refuse to accept the grant, even

though the government agency practi-

cally begged it to. I have also seen the

same situation where the CED group

eventually got the right to make the de-

cision it wanted. (This instance had to do

with hiring practices by a business that

was receiving a government subsidy.)

So I have often in my work with com-

munity groups pointed out that they have

something valuable to offer the govern-

ment agency, just as much as the agency

has something to offer them. That is, a

very capable organization can administer

a program successfully, which reflects

back favourably on those who made the

grant. And let’s face it, all too many grant

programs do not live up to their promise;

a success is much to be coveted. In short,

the marginalized community always has

something to exchange with the outside,

if it knows how to do things right.

SUSTAINABILITY

But to do things right, you have to have

had the chance to make mistakes and to

learn along the way. That is one signal

value of self-determination, and it cannot

Marginalized communities

cannot be taken to self-

sufficiency, but they can be

made sustainable by devel-

oping the resources that

offer a self-respecting

interchange, a dignified

interdependence with those

outside the community.
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be substituted for, any more than can the

dignity of making one’s own decisions be

substituted for by the expertise of some-

one else’s decisions.

And so I emphasize again: Self-suffi-

ciency, financial self-sufficiency, or even

financial survival cannot be the central

goal of a CED initiative. Communities

ordinarily know it, governments and

other grant makers rarely do.

Given all this, I would like to re-define

what the goal in this area should be. Let

us move from self-sufficiency to sustain-

ability. And what does that term “sustain-

able” mean? For one thing, it may mean

that the organization (or even one of its

businesses) does not ever plan to meet its

costs, and plans instead that some portion

of those costs will be met by other

sources. Naturally, the plan must be a

reasonable one. There must be the other

sources to draw upon. There must be a

reasonable expectation that the neces-

sary support will come from those other

sources.

So we can say that the CED group has

reached maturity when its influence and

reach are such that it is more or less as-

sured of that kind of support. Is that a

shocking thing to say? The mature group

is one that can plan not to meet its costs

out of its own efforts?

Behind that statement are a lot of as-

sumptions, one of which is that the CED

group has been structured in the most

powerful format possible, namely, as a

community development corporation, a

CDC. Also assumed here is that the CDC

has done its work properly to generate

widespread support within its own com-

munity, the kind of support that can be

translated into political clout with both

public and private institutions. But that

is success. That is what a CDC does as

part of its comprehensive development

strategy. That is why business develop-

ment by itself is not CED. CED includes

all the necessary infrastructure, social,

cultural, political, physical, that makes an

economically healthy community possi-

ble. That sort of local organizing makes it

possible to force outsiders to back down

when they plan to do something that is

against the good of the community.

The strategic manoeuvers are not

merely muscle-flexing and confrontation.

Rather the adept CDC is able to offer its

antagonists something of a carrot as well.

I recall one group that showed a powerful

bank how to make a profit by keeping

open a branch that the bank wanted to

close because it was not profitable. Clo-

sure would have deprived the neighbour-

hood of a needed facility, and the CDC

took up the problem, muscled the bank

into a corner with legal action, but also

helped the bank discover its own business

in the neighbourhood.

Sustainability for the CED group is

thus more than a financial term. The chal-

lenge of the marginalized community re-

quires more than dollars, because in fact

the problems are more than dollar prob-

lems. The comprehensive strategy that

we call community economic develop-

ment cannot be squeezed into formats

that allow the deceptive term self-suffi-

ciency. Marginalized communities cannot

be taken to self-sufficiency, but they can

be made sustainable by developing the

resources that offer a self-respecting in-

terchange, a dignified interdependence

with those outside the community.�

Stewart Perry is a CED researcher, advisor,

and commentator, and former director of

the Community Economic Development

Centre in Sydney, Nova Scotia. He first pre-

sented these comments in the form of a

speech to the “Practical Community Eco-

nomic Success Strategies” Conference in

Toronto, Ontario, last November.
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