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Assets matter. Beyond
income, owning your own home,
having retirement savings,
having savings to start a small
business or to put your children
through school can make the
difference between financial
security and economic exclusion.
As Michael Sherraden (Wash-
ington University of St. Louis)
argues, assets are associated with
household stability, economic
well-being and civic engagement.
The absence of assets is
associated with higher risks of
poverty, exclusion, and
disenfranchisement.

For middle and higher income earners,
the benefits of saving and building assets
have been obvious. But only recently has
any attention been paid to the impact
that assets can have on the lives of
families and individuals at lower incomes,
and more importantly, on policy
initiatives, especially Individual
Development Accounts (IDAs) to help
low-income people acquire these assets.

Income maintenance and asset-
building are not either-or propositions.
Anyone who has ever rowed a boat
knows that the best way to move forward
is a steady and even pull on both oars. If

one arm pulls harder than the other, the
boat zigzags. You may even end up going
around and around in circles.

Yet to date the social service system
has been geared to collect data, structure
programs, and fund programs based on
an income model of development.
Present provincial policies have very tight
asset limit requirements for people on
social assistance.

Imagine trying to row to your
destination with only one oar! That got
us at the Ottawa Community Loan Fund
thinking about how to prompt a dialogue
about asset-based community develop-
ment (ABCD) in Ottawa …

It is our intention to organize a
unique, fun, public education event
targeted at leaders in the political, social
service, religious, business, and nonprofit
sectors across the city. The main message
of the proposed event, draws on the
analogy mentioned above, that of the row
boat and two oars: the income support
oar and the asset oar.

The leaders we target as participants
will each receive one oar (delivered
perhaps by youth involved in various
local youth-serving agencies). Each oar
will be labeled with either an“income
support” label (i.e. shelter allowance,
health benefits, social housing, employ-
ment supports, social assistance cheque,
etc.), or an“asset” label (i.e. Individual
Development Account, microcredit
business loan, home computer, affordable
home ownership, etc.).

Each recipient will be invited to bring
their oar to a community“regatta” at
Dow’s Lake, a scenic spot in the vicinity
much beloved by local boaters, swim-
mers, and tourists. If the invited party
can’t make it, s/he will be asked to send
the oar with a representative from their
organization. Along with the oar will
come an introductory explanation of
ABCD.

On“Regatta Day,” after a short review
of ABCD, the invited people will engage
in a boat race on the lake. On a mass start
basis they will look through a pile of oars
for an oar that is a good match to the one
they have. So if they have an“asset oar,”
such as affordable home ownership, they
would look for an“income” oar, such as
childcare. Now there’s nothing saying
that everyone will such a match, or
that the mate they find will be the same
size or shape. But when they have two
oars, they will don a life jacket and row
around a short course set up on the lake.
There would be prizes and perhaps a
small medal for participants. This would
also be an opportunity to have organiza-
tions set up display tables for public
education purposes.

By the end of the event all participants
will have a better understanding of
ABCD and even a little exercise.
Definitely a win-win proposition!
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Last autumn we invited readers to describe organizing strategies that, after the example of Alinsky and
Cortes, could inspire the disunited or discouraged, are fun, and mobilize people to destroy the zones of
exclusion in our midst. We called it the “Challenge of Change” Contest, and to each entry we offered a free,
1-year subscription to Making Waves. The strategy that displayed the most outstanding imagination and
shrewdness would receive a prize of $500. And the winner is …
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