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By Ted Jackson

Effective, durable social movements embrace
debate and speak with an independent voice that
can be neither bought nor sold. Eric Shragge
correctly reminds us of these imperatives in his
article“Mainstreaming CED & the Social Economy
... Or Complicit In Our Seduction?”*

But he’s wrong when he argues that CED and the
social economy should be driven by the
oppositional politics of utopian radicalism. Though
it might (sometimes) feel virtuous, this framework
is a recipe for permanent marginalization.

And, in arguing against the mainstreaming of the sector

concerned that it will become captive to government and corpo-

rate interests and provide cheap cover for neo-liberal policies – he

neglects several points of fundamental strategic importance.

First, the many hundreds of community leaders and professionals

who populate our sector know exactly what they are doing and

why they do it. They are, mostly, visionary pragmatists. They

generally occupy the political centre and centre left. Their

response to the negative impacts of globalization is to create, test

and, when they can, replicate positive place- or interest-based local

solutions. They (OK, ) are social constructionists. We like to

build things together, rather than tear them down alone.

Second, pluralism and diversity in our sector that is,

including under one umbrella community development corpora-

tions, Community Futures, co-operatives and credit unions, social

service nonprofits, foundations, Aboriginal businesses, think

tanks, and more gives us the possibility of critical mass, and

therefore programmatic and political influence. This kind of

inclusiveness also enriches our“gene pool” of methods and tools,

through exchange and learning processes essential to the sector’s

ability to renew and improve itself.

Third, it’s all about sustainable livelihoods. The“big-tent”

organizing concept that binds us together is that we want to
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enable more citizens and workers to make a good living and build

strong communities through products and services that are

socially useful, green, smart, and well-supported. The bottom two

income quintiles (in some communities, the bottom ) of

Canadian households are struggling mightily for a better life for

themselves and their children. Social fairness and social peace are

at risk. From individual development accounts and microcredit to

co-operative housing and nonprofit daycare, sector actors work

hard every hour of every day to create new forms of social and

economic opportunity.

Fourth, we need all the help we can get. With our small country

of 30 million souls, with resource-hungry America insecure and in

economic decline, with China, India, and Brazil in the ascendant

on the world stage, with our connections to a brilliant but fragile

Europe, we have no choice but to mobilize our sectors –

business, labour, government, and the third sector to meet the

challenges of this new century. Whether its preventing the spread

of the avian flu or creating jobs for at-risk youth, no sector can

succeed alone.

Finally, there is no imminent threat of cooptation. Government,

foundation, and corporate financial support for our sector remains

woefully inadequate compared to actual needs across the country.

True, there are some notable high performers the McConnell

Foundation and Bell Canada are two important examples and

the Government of Canada’s Social Economy Initiative should

provide a solid platform upon which to expand federal funding.

But we probably need $500 million to do what really needs to be

done nation-wide. Getting from here to there will take some work.

At the same time, we go about mainstreaming CED and the

social economy matters a great deal. Here are five ideas on what we

should, and could, do:

1. . Recently in Ontario, major sector

organizations – the Ontario Co-operative Association, the

Ontario CED Network, Ontario Community Futures,

CEDTAP, francophone CED groups, the credit unions and

– created a consortium to co-operate with

FedNor to implement the federal social-economy funds for

capacity building and financing. Some version of the Ontario
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model could be relevant for other regions. Collective structures

like this serve as both political and programmatic instruments.

2. . Lobbying politicians about the

advantages of our organizations and projects has become

essential. So has getting our stories into the mainstream media.

It’s time we learned how to talk clearly and compellingly about

our sector so that others will understand and support us.

3. The remarkable power of both government

and corporate procurement should be levered by our sector.

Social enterprises should be encouraged to ramp up quality

services and products to serve these buyers. In so doing, we may

be able to reach new levels of enterprise size and sustainability,

and better job quality, within the social economy.

4. . In our partnerships with governments and

corporations, we should take the initiative in designing

accountability and performance regimes. We have superb

expertise in our movement in evaluation and performance

assessment. And we should work with central agencies like

Treasury Board and the Auditor-General’s Office, as well as

with major foundations and corporations, to prepare results-

based planning, management and reporting systems on our

terms, based on our experience with what works and what

doesn’t on the ground.

Engage politicians and the media

Lever procurement.

Drive accountability

–

5. . As the sector grows, new sources of capital

should be tapped, including a very small percentage of the

huge assets of labour-venture funds, pension-funds and

foundations. In combination with government dollars,

targeted investing of these and other capital pools can finance

major social infrastructure, including nonprofit and co-

operative housing, daycare centres, seniors care facilities,

shelters, and hospices.

The journey ahead will be as exciting as it will be unpredictable.

We must recognize that our partners in government and business

won’t always be able to deliver on their promises; neither will we.

And we need to resolutely reserve the right to disagree on some

matters, from time to time, with our friends in the public and

private sectors.

Still, our future will be much brighter them as allies than

without them. Nancy Neamtan, the sector’s most important

leader over the past decade, is right. Moving from opposition to

proposition from the margins to the mainstream is

the only way forward. Let’s keep it moving.

Tap new capital
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The Social Purchasing Portal is a web-based tool that

integrates community-based employment & economic

development with the supply & purchase of everyday

business goods & services. s

To learn more about this innovative & powerful

strategy,
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communities to promote the collaboration of business,

government, & nonprofits.
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The SPP Canada network includes SEED Winnipeg, the

Learning Enrichment Foundation (Toronto), & Fast

Track to Employment (Vancouver)
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www.sppcanada.org
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