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Women
at the Centre
of Community-based
Economic
Development
By Doreen Parsons
& Barbara Parker

n the ’80s, we worked in a CED organization in innercity Halifax, helping people on very low incomes to improve
their lives and take control of their futures. The approach
was innovative. Training programs and community
enterprises assisted people with the transition to employment.
A microloan fund enabled local entrepreneurs to establish
businesses in the community.
One of those people stands out in our memories, perhaps
because she faced every challenge with determination,
tenacity, and courage.
Mary was a single mother who lived in a housing project.
She wanted to get her GED and to develop employment
skills so she could support her son and make a better life for
him. We spent four years working together to make that
happen. She faced so many barriers – most of them systemic,
based in attitudes and stereotypes, racism and discrimination.
She worked at different jobs within the organization
during these years, but the pivotal moment came when she
started her first job outside the organization. That afternoon,
just as we were locking up, Mary came bounding up the
stairs with the biggest smile we’d ever seen. She told us how
she got up that morning, got her son ready for daycare, put on
her best outfit and started to walk. At some stage, she looked
around and realized, “I’m like everyone else. I’m looking
good! I’m walking to work! I’m just feeling so proud of me.”
For the first time in her life, she captured a piece of what
so many of us take for granted.
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Twenty years later, we still find
ourselves exploring the potential of CED
to make a difference in people’s lives …
especially in the lives of women like Mary.
The need is great. In Canada, one in
every five women lives in poverty, and the
incidence is higher still on First Nations’
reserves, in the North, and among the
aged. (See“8 Things To Know about
Women & the Economy,” on p. 8 of this
edition.) Here in Nova Scotia, 37% of
women workers earned less than $10 per
hour in 2002. Working full-time, year
round at that rate would earn them less
than $17,500. That’s not so much a wage,
as a sentence: a sentence to dependency,
powerlessness and poverty on the part of
women and their families. (Over 19% of
Nova Scotia’s children live in poverty.)1
But Nova Scotia’s government agencies
overlook this. The quasi-government
development agencies created in the mid’90s to take over what had previously been
“community” work do not make genderinclusion a matter of policy. When
inclusion is not policy, women are left
behind. The barriers to their participation
must be addressed directly, not peripherally. That’s the reason why in 1996, the
Women’s Economic Equality (WEE)
Society was created: to make women’s
voices heard, in all their diversity and to
build an inclusive, holistic, womencentred CED model. Economic equality
was our goal; CED would be our tool.
The WEE Society’s experience and
track record since then confirm that CED
that puts women at the centre of development is a singularly effective way by which
women can empower themselves, their
families and their communities.

Getting Connected
How did we start? By listening.
At 172 kitchen tables and community
centres across the province (and with the
assistance of 58 regional and local coordinators), more than 1500 rural women
gathered to talk about their communities,
the roles they play, and the barriers women
must surmount to become full and equal
participants – especially women living on
low incomes and those experiencing racism
and discrimination. This all took place in
1997, over the course of 40 days. We called
it Counting Women In CED.
The women considered all aspects of
their lives – the economic, social, educational, environmental, spiritual and
cultural. They were adamant that no
development be taken out of its community context and the impact it would have
on the families living there.
Many spoke of their need for training,
education, and employment to address
their economic insecurity. They emphasized the need for rural childcare and
transportation services that would make
those opportunities accessible. There was
consensus about the lack of credit for
home-based businesses and the impact of
the loss of funding on local community
projects and enterprises.
Some spoke of the need to play a
greater, more collective role in local
development: to get representation on
the boards and committees of local
organizations, to develop closer ties with
agencies and government and to access
information about CED and training for
local facilitators.
Many also commented on the support
necessary for their entrance into more
public forums. Personal isolation and low

The WEE Society’s experience & track record confirm that CED
that puts women at the centre of development is a singularly
effective way by which women can empower themselves,
their families, & their communities.
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self-esteem, the undervaluing of women’s
unpaid work, and the lack of public
awareness and action about the issues of
racism and discrimination were all put
on the agenda.
Counting Women In CED became the
foundation for almost a decade of work
by the WEE Society. With no core or
multi-year funding, the challenges of
building a holistic model were huge. So
the effective partnerships became a high
priority for WEE. We sought out
collaborators … local agencies and
community organizations, governments,
and local colleges, schools and
employers.
Collectively, we have designed and
created projects involving more than
5,000 women. We have worked at:
§ promoting women’s full participation
in the fields of science, trades and
technology.
§ improving women’s access to credit.
§ creating local programs by which
women can train in and gain access to
computers and the internet.
§ supporting the development of
microenterprises, community
enterprises, and co-operatives.
§ examining rural childcare alternatives.
§ creating employment programs for
young women.
§ producing a series of clear-language,
women-centred guides to demystify
CED. (See sidebar, next page.)
1

Stella Lord and Anne Martel, “Building
Transitions to Good Jobs for Low-Income
Women” (Halifax: Nova Scotia Advisory
Council on the Status of Women, 2004), p. 1,
and Pauline Raven, Lesley Frank, Promises to
Keep: The Nova Scotia Child Poverty Report
Card 2003 (Halifax: Canadian Centre for Policy
Alternatives Nova Scotia, 2003), p. 1.
Photo: Community developers with the
Women’s CED Network gather together from
Cape Breton, Antigonish, Halifax, Annapolis,
Kings and Shelburne counties to meet and
share in Lockeport, Nova Scotia.

Building WomenCentred Resources
Since its inception, WEE has placed major
emphasis on the need to document,
analyze, and report women’s CED
experiences, as well as provide women
with the tools and information they need to
further their CED work. In addition to In
the Picture… a future with women in
trades, science and technology (cited in the
text), WEE has published the following
clear-language resources for women. Many
support the development of
entrepreneurship and small business that is
vital to local economies:
Starting a Home-based Business
A collection of ideas and resources for
women who are starting or running
small businesses from their homes.
Your Guide to E-Business
A guidebook to the uses of the Internet,
web sites and e-mail as e-business
tools, for women thinking about using
technology for their small businesses.
Caring for a Living: a home-based
childcare guide
A comprehensive guide to starting and
running a childcare facility from the
home. It includes a self-assessment of
your potential as a childcare provider, a
calculation of start-up costs, tools for
developing a record keeping system and
planning daily schedules for the
children.
Women On-line: Using a Computer for
Home-based Income
Word processing, editing, teaching,
secret shopping … an exploration of the
avenues that your computer and home
office open to making a living.
Tea you could trot a mouse on ...
the elements of Community-based
Economic Development
This 2-volume set contains skills sets of
14 topics, including leadership, meeting
management, networks, partnerships,
co-operatives, basic bookkeeping and
starting a small business.
All are available in print or in portable
document format (pdf); most are free of
charge. Go to www.womenscednetwork.org
or phone 902-857-1061 for hard copies.
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researching and demonstrating how
current economic and social policies
perpetuate the status quo in the lives of
rural women.
The following two initiatives show how
collaborative, creative efforts can put
women at the centre of CED.
Breaking the
Trade Barrier
A young woman called me last evening. She’s
one of three who took a trade course from our
local college and had the third highest marks in
her class. She made a call from the college and
was told by a local company they weren’t hiring.
Five minutes later, a male student called the
same company from the same phone and was
hired. The 42 men in the college program got
jobs. Only the three women didn’t.
Read between the lines of this story, emailed to us a while ago by a community
worker. What goes unreported are the
barriers this woman had already overcome
to complete her trades training. A single
mother, she would likely have navigated
her way around such issues as childcare,
tuition fees, transportation, isolation,
computer access and negative stereotypes
about women in non-traditional jobs.
Finally on her way to earning a decent
income for her family, she faced the wall of
discriminatory hiring practices.
Unfortunately, she is just one of many
to hit the“glass ceiling” in a non-traditional

,

occupation. In Nova Scotia, only 4.6% of
people employed in the trades are
women. The situation in technical
occupations and in natural and applied
science is little better. In 2001, 17.1% of
those employed in these occupations
were women.
The research tells us the barriers are
systemic. They pose serious consequences for industry, for our economy, for
our communities and for women.
In response, WEE launched Equality in
Technology (ET) in 2002. Developed in
partnership with the Hypatia
Association, a community college and
various government departments, local
agencies and employers, this 1-year pilot
project supported the efforts of 24 rural
women to enter college-level science and
technology programs.
Transportation was a major challenge
for participants. For some, the only way
to get to class was by bus. A woman
could spend 12 hours a day away from
home and still have to get supper for her
family, do housework, spend time with
the children, and do her class assignments. Many had the added stress of
finding childcare (a scarcity in many rural
communities). Lack of home access to
computers and the internet interfered
with homestudy and networking with
classmates and instructors.
ET hired a community facilitator to
listen to the participants and help them
navigate around these barriers. It helped
them get financial support for tuition

f
m
l
t
w
t
t
t
c
o
W
k

e
o
t

e
n
s
d
s
i
t

o
e
n
c
t
t
o
w
a
c
d
s

P
s
T
S
c
w
a

o
d
p
w
c
t
w
W
y
makingwaves volume 16, number 3

12

r

n

l

fees. Car pooling arrangements were
made; refurbished computers were
located and delivered; relocation into
town was facilitated. The facilitator also
worked with their caseworkers, instructors and administrators so the realities of
these women’s lives would not be lost on
these authorities. As well, the women
came together as a group to support each
other and exchange valuable information.
Workplace partners helped them gain
key employment experiences.
For all participants, it was a year of
exhilarating progress. Despite immense
odds, 88% either graduated or returned
to the second year of their college course.
For WEE and Hypatia, this experience confirmed that the problem does
not lie with the women … but with the
systems. Our report, The Digital Divide,
documented their challenges and offered
solutions and recommendations to the
institutions and systems these women
travelled through.
Building on that report, WEE went
on to challenge the systemic barriers. We
examined policies and programs – locally,
nationally and internationally. We
collected data on the looming deficit in
trades and technical skills. (It was evident
that women were not recognized as part
of the solution.) We talked to young
women in high schools and colleges
about the factors influencing their career
choices. We talked to employers to
determine whether gender diversity
strategies existed.
We created two guidebooks, In the
Picture… a future with women in trades,
science and technology (volumes One and
Two), to improve practices within Nova
Scotia’s pubic school system and
community college system with regard to
women’s participation in trades, science,
and technology programs.
Then we began to knock on the doors
of educational institutions, government
departments and industry. We found
people within those systems who were
willing to work with us to develop a
comprehensive strategy with women at
the centre. We established a collaborative
working group and designed a model.
Women Unlimited will be developed this
year in Nova Scotia. It is designed to

The key to the alleviation (or perpetuation) of poverty lies
in the degree to which governments’ social & economic
policies value women & specifically address their needs.

recruit, support, train, mentor and
employ women in these non-traditional
occupations. It will involve over 20
partners and 150 women. As a woman
apprentice said, “One woman on a job
site makes a difference … imagine what
150 could do.”
Bridging the Digital Divide
For most of her life, Jane worked in a fish
plant in a small coastal community. When
fishing declined, she found herself out of a job.
She enrolled in IT Works for Women, a
computer program that WEE was offering at
the local Community Access Program (C@P)
site. One of the introductory exercises was to
compose a cover letter for a job posting. “All I
can do is cut bait, and I don’t need a cover
letter for that” was Jane’s comment. After
graduating from the program four months
later, she pursued technical training in
computer repair.
Studies show there are three distinct
groups of people who don’t use computers due to such barriers as cost, lack of
technical literacy or lack of access.
Women are over represented in all three
of these groups.2
In short, the“digital divide” can be
seen as a gender divide, and it denies
many rural women the opportunities
presented by the New Economy. Women
need to be able to access and use
computers and the internet, both to
increase their employability and to find
better paying jobs.
Therefore, WEE developed a series of
computer-training programs, complete
with accessible guidebooks and delivered
them in rural communities around the
province. Working with more than 100
local organizations, including C@P sites
and women’s centres, Women On-line and
its successor, IT Works for Women assisted
makingwaves volume 16, number 3
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Women’s CED
Women's CED values the work that women
do in our homes, in our schools and in our
communities: nurturing children, caring for
elders, shopping locally, volunteering with
community projects, creating affordable
housing and building small businesses. It is
guided by the following principles:
The equality of women and men is critical
to the health and sustainability of our
communities.
Social growth is as important as economic
growth.
Development must be inclusive, that is,
the people making the decisions must be the
people whose lives will be changed by those
decisions. This requires that special attention
is paid to engaging those challenged by
culture, age, education levels, poverty,
geographic isolation and unemployment.
Local entrepreneurs and small businesses
create employment and patronize other local
businesses. This helps to recycle dollars
within the local economy and attracts new
people and dollars to it.
The recognition and enhancement of
existing skills and learning new skills creates
a long-term capacity for growth and
development.
Networking to exchange ideas and
information enhances both individual growth
and community development.
Partnerships focus the skills, talents and
assets of community members and nongovernmental and government agencies on a
common goal and enable positive and
sustainable relationships and development
activity.
Public awareness and communications
help community members to discover how
they can contribute, where they can
contribute and with whom. These tools also
reach out and inspire others to create new
efforts.
2

Andrew Reddick, Christian Boucher, and
Manon Groseilliers (Ekos Research Associates),
The Dual Digital Divide: The Information
Highway in Canada (Ottawa: Public Interest
Advocacy Centre, 2000), p. 3.

more than 1,000 women in building new
skills over the course of four years.
The programs were designed with
women’s lives at the centre. Classes were
women-only and free of charge.
Facilitators travelled to each community
and offered them on a one-to-one basis
and in small group settings so that
women could work at their own pace
and comfort level. The schedule was
flexible, to allow for women’s unpaid
work. Childcare and transportation
supports were provided. Many women
received refurbished computers for home
study and internet access.
Completion rates for these programs
were upwards of 95%. Together, women
increased their skills and their confidence to use computers. In the words of
one participant,
“The classes not only taught us
computer and resumé writing skills,
they also gave us the opportunity to
build our self-esteem and social skills
…. through interaction with each
other in a professional setting.

Sometimes it is the confidence that is
gained by succeeding in this type of
situation that leads to having the
courage to go on and pursue new
career choices.”
The Policy Context
For almost a decade, WEE has been
advocating for and building a holistic,
long-term, women-centred approach to
development and to the issues that
challenge women’s economic security.
This work has been done without core
funding, having instead to respond to
ever-shifting funding priorities without
losing sight of our own.
In fact, the lack of funding for women’s
initiatives has become endemic. Genderneutral funding policies have become the
norm. While it takes years of consistent
support and programming to move from
income support to economic security, few
funding options currently support the
transition to positive economic opportunities for women living on low incomes.
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The key to the alleviation (or perpetuation) of poverty lies in the degree to
which governments’ social and economic
policies value women and specifically
address their needs. That is what Mary
taught us 20 years ago, and that is cause
to which WEE remains committed
to this day.
For more than 20 years, DOREEN PARSONS
has been active in the design and delivery of
programs and resources in support of
economic equality through CED. Since 1997,
she has been doing this work with the WEE
Society. Previously, she managed HRDA
Enterprises Limited, a celebrated CED
corporation that operated businesses and
training programs in the inner-city of Halifax,
Nova Scotia. Contact her at
dparsons@womenscednetwork.org or visit
www.womenscednetwork.org.
BARBARA PARKER is a free-lance writer,
researcher, and an adult educator. For more
than 25 years she has worked in the cooperative and CED sectors, developing and
delivering community-based training
programs, creating clear-language resource
guides and supporting the development of
community co-operatives. Barb has worked
with a range of community-based organizations including the WEE Society and HRDA.

