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The community sector has grown
both in size and importance in recent
years in Canada. Coupling economic
and social development through
community economic development
(CED) and/or the social economy
has been at the forefront of this
change. The conference of the
Canadian CED Network in Trois-
Rivières in May 2004 demonstrated
the success of these community
initiatives in gaining support and
recognition from the federal govern-
ment and Paul Martin himself.

At the same time as the leadership of
both the Canadian CED Network and
the Québec Chantier de l’économie
sociale celebrated this victory, however, I
was in the audience wondering what
happened to their political analysis. The
organizations seem to me to be complicit
in their own seduction.

The conference’s opening night
included speeches by Québec’s Minister
of Economic and Regional Development
and Research and the Federal Minister of
Industry. Both were there to either
reiterate support (the Federal govern-
ment) or announce new commitments
(Québec).

Lucienne Robillard said that the $100
million promised in the recent govern-
ment budget is a down payment for
future developments in the social
economy.“You are now true partners of
the government … but it will never work
if the projects come solely from Ottawa
… ,” she added. The provincial minister
announced that the Chantier de
l’économie sociale would receive $450,000
annually for the next three years to
continue its operation.

There were other similar highlights
later in the conference. Terry Mosey,
Executive Vice-President of Bell Canada
extolled the virtues of the voluntary
sector and how Bell is a committed social
citizen. It had recently announced a huge
contribution to CEDTAP, a national
technical resource group. (Ironically,
CEDTAP had just laid-off its regional
employees because their new funding
only allows for technical assistance and
not the developmental role with local,
often smaller groups, played by these
employees.)

tional element of social progress in an
otherwise conservative document. (See
“The End of the Beginning,”

15,1:2-3). The argument that they
use to explain this success was the years
of lobbying, and the success and strength
of both CED and the social economy in
revitalizing neighbourhoods and finding
innovative approaches to combat poverty
and social exclusion.

There is of course an element of truth
in these observations. The Québec
government under the Partie Québecois
had supported the social economy and it
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“ CED & the Social Economy”Mainstreaming

... or Complicit in Our Seduction? By Eric Shragge

So CED and social economy are now
government and corporate partners. It is
part of the mainstream. But what does it
mean? Is this a victory or an extension of
neo-liberalism through one part of the
community sector? Has anyone stopped
to wonder why they“like” us?

One question that needs to be asked is
if the support for the social economy and
CED is the good news in a conservative
budget, or if the conservative budget
includes the social economy and CED.

Most speakers at the conference as
well as the leadership of CCEDNet and
the Chantier de l’économie sociale argued
that this support was somehow a
departure from the budget – an excep-

has grown to be an important component
in local life. The social economy is broad
and has many faces, including progressive
organizations with radical agendas and
popular educational tools.

However, at the same time it has
remained a sector for the poor and
paying its workers poorly. In addition,
many social economy enterprises play a
regulatory role for the unemployed and
welfare recipients by becoming the safety
valve and one means of training and
disciplining surplus labour.

CED in English Canada and in
Aboriginal communities is heteroge-
neous, sharing little common practice. Its
practices range from programs that train
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low-wage workers to participate in
precarious jobs, to neighbourhood projects
designed to give citizens greater control of
urban development.

The support by the federal government
for CED and the social economy may
create opportunities for local organiza-
tions to put in place democratic and
innovative practices as alternatives to
mainstream capitalist development.
However, it would require that the
leadership at both the local and national
levels begin to challenge the assumptions
underpinning this new funding.

In her speech, Eleni Backopanos,
Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of
Human Resources and Skills
Development with special emphasis on
Social Economy discussed what to her and
the government are important elements of
the social economy. She described the
businesses in the social economy as being
in many ways just like any for-profit
business, well-managed and subject to the
discipline of the marketplace. She called
on citizens to solve problems in their
communities through innovative, commu-
nity-owned social economy enterprises.
She drew parallels between the private
sector and the social economy and argued
for ”rigorous accountability” for its use of
public resources. Further, her underlying
assumption was that there is a convergence
of interest between all sectors of society
for this citizen-led community-based
process.

The turn toward the community is
always contradictory as alternative and

opposition forces co-exist with forces that
support the current neo-liberal policies of
the Martin government. The assumption
that everyone in the community shares
common interests is blatantly false. It is
clear from this government funding
initiative and the related rhetoric that its
vision of CED and the social economy fits
with its commitment to a neo-liberal
agenda, which implies the commodifica-
tion of everything, including social
development.

The core of the discussion is about
how one understands politics and social
change. Nancy Neamtan writes

“… there has to be a shift within the
community and social movements in
Canada. There has to be a substantial
move from opposition to proposition
and from conservation to innovation in
the political discourse.” (“The Political
Imperative,” 15,1:29-30)

She is wrong on two counts. First,
opposition is the only way for the poor,
those marginalized by the fierce competi-
tion of neo-liberal economies. They need
to organize and build power in order to
make demands to force new policies that
will reduce these inequalities. Opposition
is essential both for the well-being of all
of those pushed under by the neo-liberal
juggernaut and for the future of the
planet in a broader ecological terms.

Second, it is possible and desirable to
propose oppositionally. Herein lies the
real possibility of CED and the social
economy. Creating new forms of develop-
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ment that are democratic, ecological, and
that are engaged in critical analysis and
related popular education contributes to
building a locally-based opposition
movement. There are examples of these
practices within CED and the social
economy. However, by having a broad, all-
inclusive definition, these practices become
subsumed under a definition that includes
services, small businesses, and a range of
other practices consistent with the new
policy directions of the government.

It is incumbent on the CED and social
economy movement to develop a political
definition of practice that is in opposition
and end the push to mainstream these
practices. I am not optimistic that this
will happen. The power of government
funding will further the pressures to
integrate with the dominant system and
thereby to marginalize progressive
practices. Local groups have to carry the
radical oppositional agenda and recognize
that they will have to contest not only the
funding policies but also the leadership
of the CED and social economy
organizations.
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