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In the Spring edition of Making
Waves, Mike Lewis posited that
community economic development and
the social economy in Canada had
reached the “end” of their “beginning.”
With the accumulation of a home-
grown body of practice and principles,
the emergence of a national network of
practitioners and supporters, and the
sustained pursuit of a public policy
agenda over the last 15 years, CED and
social economy have ceased to be
curiosities or noble experiments. They
have instead become courses of action
that require serious consideration
from citizens and all three levels of
government.

CED and the social economy are now on
the public radar, rather than skimming
below it, as the slot allotted to them in the
2004 federal budget confirms. (See“The End
of the Beginning,” , 15,1:2-3.).

The Beginning is over. So what will the
Middle look like?

It will probably have a lot in common
with the national conference held May 19-22
in Trois-Rivières, Québec: bilingual,
multinational, overbooked, understaffed,
exhausting, exhilarating – straining almost
to breaking point the capacity of small
organizations to accommodate the needs,
expertise, preferences, and interests of an
unprecedented number of participants and
on-lookers.

Making Waves

The of theBeginning Middle
Trois-Rivières hosts the 2004 National CED Conference By Don McNair

The Canadian CED Network, the
Chantier de l’économie sociale, the
Community Economic Development
Technical Assistance Program, and
Économie communautaire de
Francheville (ECOF – the local host)
moved heaven and earth to convene an
event that brought more events, more
venues, and more services to nearly 600
Canadians from every province as well as
a dozen international visitors.

The event seethed momentum. Yet
afterwards you had to wonder: what
about next year? How many other places
are capable of such a shindig?

If the conference showcased anything, it
was the solidarity and organizational
sophistication of Québec’s networks.
The Chantier and ECOF pulled over
300 Québecers into town, representing
social economy enterprises, CDÉCs
(community economic development
corporations), CLDs (

), SADCs (Québec’s
answer to Community Futures), and
Community Tables. For the first time, a
CCEDNet event was truly bicultural.

Until this year, CCEDNet has been
primarily an Anglophone organization,
using the language of CED to reach out
to Québec and to Francophones. Now
CCEDNet is coming to understand the
social economy as a strategy of empow-
erment and revitalization in its own
right, with its own track record,

centres locaux de
développement

2 Solitudes Make
1 Multitude

strengths, and weaknesses – a collaborator,
not a competitor, in the struggle for
political influence. The event in Trois-
Rivières created an opportunity to connect
CCEDNet members personally with
Quebec’s social economy, and the social
economy to CCEDNet at a very strategic
time and place.

Connect they did. Workshops and
plenary sessions permitted outstanding
practitioners from both sides of the
Ottawa River (and south of the Great
Lakes) to show their stuff and debate its
replicability: a national network of CED
investment, early warning systems, food
security, community tourism, and social
purchasing networks, to name just a
fraction. Some presentations by
local artists in the conference foyer and
after hours reduced the language barrier to
zero, even in the absence of simultaneous
translation.

But for my money, nothing matched
the site visits for cross-cultural learning.
Situated right between Montréal, Québec
City, and the Eastern Townships, the
conference hosts could take people off in
all three directions to“wade” in a social and
economic culture that prizes inclusivity,
fairness, empowerment, and environmen-
tal responsibility.

Just visiting a few of the initiatives in
Trois-Rivières was an eye-opener. A home
cleaning service, a newspaper, a loan fund,
a wood shop, a printer, a café, a coffee

fabulous

(above, left to right) A Trois-Rivières site visit,
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distributor – each combines enterprise
with social purposes in a fashion beyond
the capacity of the public or private sector;
each managed by articulate women and
men aware of and committed to the hybrid
nature of their work. All in a town two-
thirds the size of Regina.

The connection between CED and
Anglophonie and social economy and
Francophonie has been made. The need
for a sustained exchange of experience and
expertise is now apparent. The time is
right politically – or seems to be. The
disintegration of the Liberal Party
majority in Parliament may indeed make
the government more ready to listen to us
... and to a ton of other people and
interests.

In fact, that very promise of change in
public policy regarding CED and social
economy was the second feature that set
the 2004 National Conference apart.

With the recognition accorded to the
social economy and CED in the national
budget and Throne Speech, and a renewed
commitment on the part of Québec City
to social economy, federal and provincial
officials were out in force. In addition to 40
civil servants in attendance, there were
speeches by Lucienne Robillard (Industry
Canada), Stéphane Dion (former Minister
of Intergovernmental Affairs), and
Michael Audet (Québec Minister of
Economic and Regional Development).

In fact, Audet chose this occasion to
announce a $450,000 annual grant to
support Chantier operations over the next
three years. Robillard, in a similar vein,
described the budget’s $132 million
allotment to the social economy and CED
as a“down payment,” i.e., just the first
installment of a much longer and greater
investment in the community sector.

Yvon Boudreau (an Assistant Deputy
Minister in Audet’s department) hosted a
4-hour pre-conference dialogue at which

The Role of Government

federal and provincial civil servants sought
to hone their understanding of CED and
social economy. For clarity in the govern-
ments’ understanding of CED and the
social economy was a matter of real
concern. As David LePage (Fast Track to
Employment, Vancouver) observed at a
pre-conference policy discussion,“One
must ask whether ‘social economy’ means
anything to Industry Canada or to
Human Resources and Development
Canada.” Or as Jean-François Aubin
(ECOF) pointed out,“CED is occurring in
certain agencies close to government, but
the civil servants don’t know it to see it.”

There is no solution to these dilemmas
unless we would shun partnership with
government altogether. There will never be
a“perfect government” with which to deal,
nor, in the foreseeable future, will there be
policy formulae that can encompass all the
creativity and diversity of the social
economy and CED across Canada’s many
jurisdictions.

The key, in the view of Nancy
Neamtan, Chantier President, is to
maintain the constant dialogue between
government and community through
which policy will evolve and become
effective. One sign of the growth of such a
relationship will be a future federal
election in which, Aubin dreams, no party
can run without explaining its outlook on
CED and the social economy.

Trois-Rivières was by no means a seamless
event. CCEDNet’s Annual General
Meeting lurched through some elementary
procedural issues that must have caused
the co-operators present to wonder at
CCEDNet’s inexperience.

Then again, maybe they wouldn’t be
surprised in the least. CCEDNet, like
thousands of organizations before it, co-
ops included, is experiencing a growth
spurt to which its staff and leadership are
struggling to catch up. But they will.

The Next Level

Building the organization’s capacity to
function on a higher plane – bilingually,
cross-nationally, with multiple partners –
will be another part of the Middle.

Even internationally? Attending the
conference were ten participants from the
United States, South America, and
Senegal. At one of a dozen Open Space
discussions on the morning of the
conference’s wind-up, several of these
visitors pressed Canadians to consider the
international dimension to their work.
Abdou Salam Fall (President of the
Intercontinental Network for the
Promotion of Social Solidarity Economy)
urged his listeners to take their growing
awareness of the importance of the public
policy environment one rung higher, to the
international stage. To assist that process,
NANSE, a network for American and
Canadian practitioners, presented its
credentials at the same gathering. (See
“The High Road,” the NANSE newsletter,
on pp. 17-20 of this edition.)

A very short time ago CCEDNet was
an organization that one or two people
could run“off the side of the desk” and that
required little from its members. Not any
longer. It is now beginning to carry its
members’ expertise and expectations into
the halls of power.

To keep this up and do it well,
CCEDNet requires a greater investment
from its growing membership: in commit-
tees, in lobbying, in public presentation. In
fact, CCEDNet members have to undergo
a subtle but profound shift in outlook. Part
of their is now to think and
behave as parts of a nation-wide organiza-
tion, as well as directors, managers, and
co-ordinators of their particular initiatives
and programs.

You might call it the“price of success.”
I’d say it’s one more sign of “the
Beginning of the Middle.”
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So what will the Middle look like? Bilingual, multinational, overbooked, understaffed, exhausting,
exhilarating – straining the capacity of small organizations to accommodate the needs, expertise,

preferences, & interests of an unprecedented number of participants & on-lookers.




