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Where do they even start? What are their options? Who has

tried each strategy and with what results? What contributed to

their successes or failures? That was the focus of research that I

carried out as a project of the Manitoba Research Alliance on

CED in the New Economy, with the future of my local CBO,

the North End Community Renewal Corporation (NECRC),

very much in mind.
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Private Sector & the Public Purpose
Making private business integral to community renewal

By Brendan Reimer

Some community-based organizations (CBOs) take up
business development from the get-go. They integrate the
business portfolio with training, housing, safety, cultural,
and/or environmental initiatives to make it part of a
comprehensive effort in community renewal. They know
that you can’t achieve a comprehensive community impact
with only economic development interventions. But in the
same way, how can you revitalize a whole community
without addressing the state of the local private sector?

And then there are some CBOs, particularly those born
out of a social justice orientation, for which the world of
business is alien territory. Their attempts to stimulate the
health of business in their community have been tentative
at best. Yet now they are expanding their mandate and
really looking for ways in which they might strengthen the
business component of their communities.

ID the BD Options

Generally business development options fit into one of four

categories. (See sidebar, next page.)

First, you can work with existing businesses, making them

better and healthier, and ensuring that jobs or goods and services

important to the community remain. This can mean upgrading

technology, marketing, and infrastructure in ways that improve

private sector efficiencies and the consumer base. It can mean the

creation of an early warning system so that the CBO can act to

assist a business threatened by closure, relocation, or the retire-

ment of an owner. Creating a“one-stop shop” for business services

can bring a range of the available resources and services right into

the community.

Second, you can bring businesses to your community that are

active elsewhere. This can instantly generate jobs and income,

goods and services, local taxes, and an active presence in the

community. You will want to be careful though. Attracting

businesses to really disinvested communities sometimes requires

a tax credit, an infrastructure grant, or some other incentive.

These can end up costing more than the business can return in

local benefits, particularly if its stay is short. Some people

criticize business attraction as a commercial shell game with no

(above) Lois Cash, owner of Pollock Hardware and President of “Between

the Parks BIZ” (Business Improvement Zone). Photo: North End

Community Renewal Corporation.
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net gain – one community simply robs another of a business.

However, the net benefit to a struggling community is likely much

greater than the net loss to one that is better off.

A third strategy is to support the creation of new businesses.

The CBO can create one outright, and thereby ensure that the

benefits to the local community are maximized. But this may draw

heavily on the CBO’s resources and subject it to the greatest risk.

Another way to get more residents to start businesses is to hold

business plan competitions and then support the winners, or to

provide business development services. Researching and promot-

ing all the favourable aspects of the local business environment is

another way to help businesses get started.

A fourth approach is to create a generally healthy and fertile

business environment in the community. While general and long-

term in impact, this strategy is just as important as the others. It

can include developing commercial real estate in order to build the

CBO’s organizational assets, to introduce a new revenue stream,

and to provide an attractive space for businesses. Beyond that,

improving safety, housing, community cleanliness and aesthetics,

and creating events and niche services that attract traffic to the

community are all ways to make the community healthier. A

community that is healthier in general will be healthier for

business as well.

Business Development Strategies

Business Attraction

Research and promote community strengths (spending power,

population, market/consumer gaps, inexpensive infrastructure,

new developments and consumers, transportation volume and

locations, anchor businesses, etc.)

Provide “single window” business service centre

Work with international business sponsorship programs

Develop commercial real estate

Create urban reserve

Create inventory of available properties and skill pool available

Create Equity Funds or Tax Credit programs for attraction

incentives

New Businesses

Fertile Business Environment

For full details, download the complete report “CED-oriented Business

Development Strategies for Winnipeg’s North End” from

www.manitobaresearchallianceced.ca/reports.html.
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Create a social enterprise set up as a joint venture, nonprofit

enterprise, co-operative, etc.

Develop a case for a business plan and make it available to

entrepreneurs

Promote entrepreneurship through business plan competitions and

support top projects with financial and non-financial resources

Provide “single window” business development support services

Create a business incubator to nurture emerging businesses

Develop commercial real estate, create commercial property

inventory, and access resources for community infrastructure

improvements

Improve community aesthetics, safety, and image

Address policy barriers and assist entrepreneurs with bureaucratic

manoeuvring

Improve the housing stock in the community in order to

retain/attract resident consumers

Increase consumer traffic though events, advertising, workplace

and school attraction, improved local transportation and parking,

niche market goods and services

Create networks for solidarity, efficiency, information and resource

sharing, and creation of linkages and opportunities

Support Existing Business

Create an early warning systems

Provide a “single window” business service centre

Facilitate access to skilled employees through strategic

employment development

Support succession planning

Improve access to existing resources, tools, and supports

Provide management supports, mentoring, and technical

assistance

Assist with transitions to new markets

Explore technological improvements

Assist with individual or group marketing

Attract resources for individual or group infrastructure

improvements
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What Makes it CED?

By now, some of you might be wondering what distinguishes these

actions from those of a traditional economic developer. Little, if all

you look at is the strategies and tools themselves. The purpose to

which they are put, however, is to benefit the community as a

whole, often with a particular eye towards those facing greater

barriers to full inclusion.

This means pursuing, or at least prioritizing, business develop-

ment that will:

� use local goods and services to maximize local economic impact.

s

For some CBOs, particularly those born out of a
social justice orientation, the world of business is
alien territory. Their attempts to stimulate the
health of business in their community have been
tentative at best. Where do they even start?
What are their options? Who has tried each
strategy & with what results?
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produce goods and services useful to the local community.

create quality, long-term jobs for local people.

generate profits that will be re-invested in the local community

rather than leaked elsewhere.

ensure some level of local decision-making.

contribute to community health, the physical environment,

neighbourhood stability, and human dignity.

It is not the strategy that is or is not CED. It is the way in

which your CBO develops and implements the strategy that will

make it CED.

Identifying the options for action and figuring out how to apply

them to CED purposes is the easy part. Revitalizing the private

sector in your community also requires the participation of the

local business owners. They are a fund of information about the

challenges, barriers, and opportunities in the local business world,

about the resources and supports that are available as well as

those that are not. They can also contribute a perspective and

expertise that, quite frankly, is lacking in many CBOs.

But getting business owners to participate is going to require

convincing them that their world is about to change. This may

Get Business Buy-In
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not be easy! Many of them have likely been through different

consultations, research projects, and have had their hopes raised

many times before. What is to say that this business develop-

ment strategy that the CBO is proposing will be any different?

Nothing! A CBO is just as capable of writing up a strategy

that will sit and gather dust as is any other group or government

department. In fact, when I asked one businessman if I could

interview him for this research project, he replied,“No, I don’t

have time for that kind of thing. Just go look in the files at your

office. I gave all my opinions two years ago to someone and they

haven’t changed since then. And nothing has been done about

them either!”

The sacrifice that business owners make in order to take part

in a community-led strategy should not be taken lightly,

particularly in a small retail area like Winnipeg’s North End.

Their time is money. These folks are only likely to put time into

things that will directly benefit, or not detract from, the bottom

line of their business. Having been a small business owner and

store manager myself, I fully understand. (Although I found

them more eager to participate if focus groups were scheduled

for the end of the working day and included food!)

In addition, business owners may suspect that the CBO has

no notion about how to run a business, much less stimulate

business vitality in a disinvested community. They could well be

right! To make things worse, some board, staff, and community

members with a background in health, cultural, and social work

may reciprocate. They may view business owners as generally

self-interested individuals whose interest in the community ends

with the profit they can make from it. The passionate vision of

the social activists may in fact be fundamentally at odds with

the building of a stronger private sector. One business owner

remarked,“As long as they think that we are ‘big evil capitalists,’

they aren’t going to have the right mindset for leading a

successful business revitalization strategy in this community.”

Despite all this cynicism and distrust, effective CED

demands that some level of engagement and collaboration is

Business owners may suspect that the CBO has
no notion about how to run a business, much
less stimulate business vitality in a disinvested
community. To make things worse, the
passionate vision of the social activists may in
fact be fundamentally at odds with the
building of a stronger private sector.



achieved with the business community. The goal may not be full

participation and harmony. Don’t expect CBO staff and local

shop-owners to join in singing“Kumbaya.” Do try to get both

sides to see how a vibrant business community and overall

community health are mutually dependent and beneficial.

But if private business owners don’t believe in the process or

the people, what is the key to gaining their trust and participa-

tion? If the experience in Winnipeg’s North End is any indica-

tion, three things are critical.

One is engagement. The more people leading the process

take time to build both professional and casual relationships

with a certain group of stakeholders, the greater the likelihood

that its members will get involved.

A second is hope. The person soliciting their inclusion has to

be able to give them good reason to believe in the potential of

the process, the people, and the CBO. There is a chicken-and-

egg component to this. Skills, leadership, resources, and

connections must be demonstrated from the outset. Yet a lot of

capacity can only be developed after you’ve chosen your strategic

priorities. To a great degree, your credibility will hinge on your

demonstrable understanding of those organizational facts of

life.

Third, there needs to be a measurable outcome not too far

down the road. This is perhaps the most difficult. It takes a long

time to turn around a whole community. Yet, if there are no real

outcomes soon, many (like the guy I approached for an

interview) will conclude that this was just one more consulta-

tion or research project that went nowhere.

You’ve identified the range of strategic options. A number of

business owners, local activists and leaders, and others with a

vested interest in the community’s vitality have agreed to attend

an evening meeting. Now the challenge is to get this focus group

to figure out which business development strategies should

receive priority.

Your work is cut out for you! They will need enough

information about the options to make an informed decision,

but not so much that they cannot absorb it. The intended

outcomes and timeline must inspire people to participate and

stick with it, but not be so great as to ultimately disappoint and

jade them. Too great a goal may also spread the CBO’s resources

and efforts so thin that no initiative can be properly imple-

mented.

In Winnipeg, we decided to try to pick a small number of

strategies that would have the greatest impact and were actually

the most doable. After giving stakeholders a brief summary of

18 strategic options, we asked them break into small groups. We

asked the groups to discuss each option and rank it in two ways:

the impact it would have if implemented, and how achievable it

ID The Best Realistic Strategy
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was, given available resources and the current situation locally.

We then created a simple grid with four quadrants, and

located each strategy on it. (See diagram, above.)

It was a lively evening! The energy from business owners

was particularly high, which was great to see. They seemed to

have a new sense of optimism. The process had its limitations,

though. The business owners present turned out to be

primarily retailers. Aboriginal-owned, industrial, and many of

the long-standing local businesses were not represented.

That said, the focus group conversations and subsequent

discussion gave us several clear directions. Strategies 5, 8, 13,

and 15 had the best level of achievability and community

impact. Strategies 1, 7, 10, and 17 were not worth pursuing at

all at this point. As for the rest, some might move toward that

Selecting a Business Development Strategy

Impact vs. Achievability
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Skills, leadership, resources, & connections must
be demonstrated from the outset. Yet a lot of
capacity can only be developed after you’ve chosen
your strategic priorities. To a great degree, your
credibility will hinge on your demonstrable
understanding of those organizational facts of life.



top right-hand corner with a little tweaking. For example, #4

would seem to offer high impact, but it is a bit difficult to make

happen. What resource, tool, or approach might make it more

achievable?

Every relationship takes work. The one between the local

private sector and the CBO is no different. If what people took

for“something serious” starts to look like a“one-night stand,”

both sides will feel jaded and disappointed. NECRC has had a

real challenge here. Both of the people responsible for business

development at the time of the focus group have moved on

to other organizations. A nearly annual turnover in the

organization’s lead business development person has made it

nearly impossible to maintain relationships, action steps, and

momentum.

Having said that, business owners have been reserved two

spots on the NECRC board since its inception. They continue to

develop initiatives in support of the businesses in the North End.

A Street Ambassador initiative ensures that local safety and

resource people“walk a beat” around the North End. A Security

Officer training program has been launched in partnership with

Red River Community College. Most exciting for the businesses,

Keep the Kettle Boiling
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however, has been the Storefront Improvement Project. Funded

by the provincial government, it will match the investment a

business makes in storefront improvement with grants of up to

$3,000. Last year a total of $100,000 was disbursed under this

project, so at least $200,000 must have been spent to improve the

community’s appearance. The project will continue this summer.

To ensure that business owners feel some level of control and

ownership of local development, the NECRC steering and

selection committee is made up of three North End business

association presidents.

CBOs can have an impact on the private sector in their

community, and benefit the whole community in the process.

However, it is not easy and requires a solid engagement process, a

specific entrepreneurial skill set, and resources in order to

actually make things happen. If you can pull this together, you’ll

be well-positioned to really increase the range of impacts

that you are having in your community.

BRENDAN REIMER is CCEDNet’s Regional Co-ordinator for the Prairies

and Northern Territories. He can be reached at breimer@ccednet-

rcdec.ca or at 204-927-3203.

This article is based on a research report completed for the Manitoba

Research Alliance, “CED-oriented Business Development Strategies for

Winnipeg’s North End.” It explains the range of business development

strategies that CBOs have undertaken and provides a brief case study for

most of them. For the complete inventory of MRA research reports, go to

www.manitobaresearchallianceced.ca/reports.html.




