
If social assistance, EI, work-

ers’ comp, Canada

Pension, & other state

programs - not to

mention private charity -

are inadequate to

the task ...

Sherri Torjman of the

Caledon Institute for

Social Policy maps out a

framework for community-

based strategies

But with Opportunities 2000 (OP2000),

the Lutherwood CODA is setting a new

standard (see page 10, this issue). Its

vision is to mobilize the entire commu-

nity - all sectors, organizations, and citi-

zens - to action against poverty. This

article describes the framework that is

helping to shape the activities of

OP2000.

To the promotion of economic devel-

opment OP2000 connects three addi-

tional streams of community-based

action: meeting basic needs, removing

barriers, and building skills. It is possible

to work in any one or more of these four

streams and to focus on one or more ac-

tivities within each. (See Chart 1 on fac-

ing page.) The columns in the framework

are not intended to imply that needs can

be divided neatly into discrete categories.

All areas are interrelated; together, they

comprise an holistic framework which

seeks to develop the capacity of the com-

munity to reduce poverty.

LINKING & PARALLEL STRATEGIES

Activities that focus on “fixing” individu-

als assume that it is a lack of skills which

prevents them from integrating into an

otherwise healthy economy. Community-

focused activities define the primary

problem as the economic and social con-

P
overty is a multifaceted, complex problem that must be addressed

through a combination of public policy and community-based ap-

proaches. Community approaches to poverty reduction are an im-

portant complement to a solid social infrastructure which makes adequate

provision for income security and investments in education, health, and other

areas such as early childhood development. In fact, community approaches are

most effective when the local economy is strong and when social programs,

such as affordable, high-quality childcare, are available.

Community approaches to poverty reduction do not regard individuals as

“clients” who need assistance. Nor do community approaches consider pov-

erty alleviation an end in itself. Instead, it must be a subset of broader

economic development actively pursuing market-based strategies, often geo-

graphic and sector-specific, that exploit market niches. Community initiatives

build on the ideas and strengths of individuals, and recognize their ability to

apply unique talents, creativity and hard work to improve their lives.

Most successful community-based approaches to poverty reduction tend

to be multifunctional in nature. They

seek explicitly to integrate economic

and social goals. These approaches

typically involve activities which I would

categorize as “promoting economic development”: job training

and placement, job creation and retention, and self-employ-

ment. Linked to all three is a fourth activity, community-

based finance, which includes technical assistance with

respect to various aspects of business development.

HOW

CAN

COMMUNITIES

REDUCE

POVERTY?
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text that does not adequately address the

needs of certain people.

In practice, actions that assist the in-

dividual as well as actions that modify the

socio-economic context are required to

reduce poverty on a sustained basis. They

can be understood as strategies which link

or run parallel to a framework of commu-

nity-based poverty reduction.

Linking strategies help people move into

the mainstream economy. These strate-

gies include housing subsidies, recognition

of existing credentials, job accommodation,

and training and job search.

Parallel strategies, by contrast, create

more inclusive and equitable economic

and social structures than the mainstream

economy offers. They include alternative

food and distribution systems, co-opera-

tive housing, and alternative banking sys-

tems and savings mechanisms.

While linking and parallel approaches

are described as dichotomous, many com-

munity initiatives combine elements of

both. This dual focus involves interven-

tions directed towards helping individu-

als and families, and fundamentally

changing economic and social conditions.

Chart 2 (see page 14) illustrates a

range of linking and parallel strategies,

both individual- and community-focused.

KEY STEPS

These four interventions comprise the

substance of community-based poverty re-

duction. This section focuses upon the

process - or key steps - implied by the

framework.

Strategic Planning

Community approaches to poverty reduc-

tion require a multi-year time frame.

There should be clear targets for results

and indicators of progress on strategic

priorities. Prior to undertaking a commu-

nity-based initiative or seeking financing,

local organizations should plan carefully.

For example, once a local organization

becomes involved in OP2000, Luther-

wood CODA leads the staff and volun-

teers through a 6-phase strategic

planning process to help the organization

assess its capacity and select viable eco-

nomic opportunities for development as

part of their poverty reduction work.

Community Mapping

Community-based poverty reduction

should start with a community map to

�

�

�

�

�

food

housing & utilities

clothing

clean water & sanitation

protection from violence

& abuse

�

�

�

�

�

health care services

early childhood

development

self-esteem & support

counselling & mental

health services

substance abuse services

CHART 1: KEY INTERVENTIONS FOR POVERTY REDUCTION
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Source: Torjman, Sherri. “Community-Based Poverty Reduction.” Ottawa: Caledon Institute of Social Policy, February 1998.

Making Waves, Vol. 9, No. 2

13



determine current and potential re-

sources that represent strategic points of

intervention. All individuals, groups, and

organizations embody possible resources

or assets that can contribute to a commu-

nity. Business leaders, for example, can

act as mentors to prospective entrepre-

neurs. Media representatives can help

raise awareness about poverty and the

role that community members can play in

doing something about it.

Creating Opportunities

Any activity featured in the Community-

Based Poverty Reduction Framework can

be a springboard for enhancing employ-

ability and promoting economic develop-

ment. Any organization can become the

base for skills training, employment bro-

kering, assistance with job search, and

worker co-ops. Employment brokering

combines training, job counselling, and

support services, such as referral to child-

care or transportation options to help con-

nect workers and employers.

Peer support groups and neighbour-

hood association meetings can provide a

venue for unemployed individuals to dis-

cuss the potential for setting up a busi-

ness or a food or babysitting co-op. Immi-

grant settlement programs can act as the

base for employment counselling, referral

to training, and the promotion of self-em-

ployment. Adult high school and language

programs for adults can incorporate job re-

ferral and employment counselling.

A social housing complex can become

the center from which to teach home or

furniture repair skills to young people or

unemployed residents. Families whose

children participate in early childhood

development projects can set up a barter

system to exchange services, such as

home repairs, babysitting, lawn care, typ-

ing of résumés, transportation, or snow

removal. Family counselling programs can

extend into employability enhancement

and economic development activities.

Langs Farm Village Association in Wa-

terloo Region, for example, offers a range

of community health and social programs

and a peer support network. It serves a

large population of welfare recipients and

single parents who generally have diffi-

culty gaining access to employment serv-

ices. Langs Farm developed a link with an

Opportunities Planning project at Luth-

erwood CODA to provide employment

counselling and other employment re-

sources. Langs Farm now has established

a computerized job resource centre and

launched a peer training initiative in job

search and development.

Food banks can act as the base for food

security initiatives that have a longer-

term impact than the distribution of food

bags. Food Share in Toronto, for example,

CHART 2: POVERTY REDUCTION ACTIVITIES
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LINKING
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PARALLEL
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Source: SEDI 1997; Dwayne Hodgson, personal correspondence.

To the promotion of

economic development

OP2000 connects three

additional streams of

community-based action:

meeting basic needs,

removing barriers, &
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is the nucleus for a wide range of pro-

grams, many of which have training and

economic development spin-offs includ-

ing community gardens, training for res-

taurant and catering work, community

kitchens, and an organic food production

business.

Lutherwood CODA is now working in

partnership with the Food Bank of Water-

loo Region as part of the OP2000 project.

The two organizations have agreed to de-

velop community gardens in order to en-

sure access to affordable, nutritious food.

They also plan to set up a food co-op that

will create several jobs.

Another possibility is to develop eco-

nomic opportunities for individuals in-

volved in self-help groups on alcohol and

drug abuse. Many participants in these

groups have irregular work histories as a

result of past substance abuse. With the

addiction under control, however, they

would be appropriate candidates for skill

development programs.

Strategic targets involve not only ex-

isting services. Employers also can be tar-

geted to promote employability. As

individuals, they can be approached to

create apprenticeships or hire people who

have been involved in special employ-

ment preparation programs. As a group,

employers can be made aware of the im-

pact that layoffs, downsizing, and other

employment policies can have upon the

local economy - and ultimately upon the

health of their business.

Mobilizing citizens brings more re-

sources to the poverty reduction process

than just working with established com-

munity services. Groups that voluntarily

organize themselves for support, such as

teenage mothers and other single par-

ents, seniors, youth and persons with dis-

abilities, can bring significant energy and

talent to bear on a project. Another option

is to convene several groups to work to-

gether on employability enhancement and

employment development strategies.

DEVELOPING PARTNERSHIPS

Community-based poverty reduction

necessarily involves partnership and col-

laborative activity among various organi-

zations. The resources that two or more

groups bring to a particular problem are

usually greater than one organization can

harness on its own. Partners can contrib-

ute staff and volunteer time; information,

knowledge, and expertise; contacts and

networks; space, equipment, and other

forms of income-in-kind. In addition to

pooling resources, partners can develop

creative solutions - especially if these

partnerships represent different sectors -

that groups working on their own may not

have considered. Another advantage of

collaborative work is that many organiza-

tions target the same households through

their respective programs and interven-

tions; it makes sense to pool their re-

sources.

MAKING SELECTIVE INTERVENTIONS

The economically disadvantaged people

who can benefit from community-based

poverty reduction measures are very di-

verse. At the very least, they can be un-

derstood in terms of five “groups”: the

working poor, the unemployed, the per-

sistently unemployed, the dependent

poor, and the indigent.

The four streams depicted in the

framework must be applied selectively.

The working poor and unemployed would

benefit, for example, from small business

creation and capital for self-employment.

Training and supports, such as childcare

and workplace accommodation, would be

more appropriate for the persistently un-

employed and dependent poor. Those

deemed indigent, such as homeless per-

sons, require assistance with basic needs,

shelter, and possibly mental health or

substance abuse services prior to consid-

ering employment.

OPPORTUNITIES FRAMEWORK

For some people, this poverty reduction

framework presents an opportunity to

move off welfare into the paid labour mar-

ket. For others, it means access to capital

for self-employment or to the technical

assistance they require to use that capital

effectively. For still others, the framework

means finding work which better accom-

modates their personal needs and family

responsibilities. Despite the differences

in the four streams, they all have one

common purpose: creating opportunities

to help reduce poverty.�
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In practice, actions that

assist the individual as well

as actions that modify the

socioeconomic context are

required to reduce poverty

on a sustained basis. They

can be understood as

strategies which link or run

parallel to a framework of

community-based poverty

reduction.
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