
making volume 19, number 1waves 17

Something unusual happened
in New Brunswick last year –
unusual for this province at any
rate. A public task force generated
no public controversy. Its final
report was not received with
bitter protest and furious letters
to editors. While media attention
last fall focussed on reports
concerning self-sufficiency and
post-secondary education, the
recommendations of Premier
Shawn Graham’s Community
Non-Profit Task Force created
few headlines. They were
embraced by the nonprofit sector
because they came from that
sector. The intention of the Task
Force was to produce not another
study, but an action plan to stabi-
lize and strengthen the sector.

Prior to this,“cherry-picking” would
accurately describe the way government has
consulted with nonprofit organizations to
inform policy and program development.
Government departments selected partici-
pants based on criteria not shared with the
sector. Groups were called to Fredericton to
approve policies or programs already
formulated by bureaucrats. Of course,
there’s another side to the story. With good
reason, government officials claim that
organizing an inclusive consultation process
with nonprofit organizations is like trying
to“grab Jello,” so decentralized and diverse is
the sector.

That crumbling relationship between
government and the nonprofit sector is
something the Task Force went to great
lengths to rectify, in its process and through
its product. After it was established late in

2006, over two months were devoted to
planning and engaging the sector on a
preliminary basis. Then, from February
through June 2007, it travelled.
In community centres, church halls,
municipal buildings, service clubs and
other venues, about 775 organizations and
individuals made presentations in person.
Another 50-100 submitted briefs or
further comments. Additional meetings
were held with government officials,
municipal leaders, and politicians.

After spending the summer closeted
with the results, and after submitting a
draft report to the sector for comment, the
Task Force completed its report last

government to provide community-based
services, it means longer-term agreements
with adequate resources to support
staff, administration, and programs. To
volunteer-run organizations, it may
mean a small but reliable amount of core
funding so the group can focus on
services rather than fundraising.

Why is the sector so stressed? In
years past, governments provided basic
administration and program funding to
community groups, especially those that
carried out provincial responsibilities in
the areas of health, welfare, education,
training, and justice. When political
pressures eliminated core funding,

A for TransformationBlueprint
Stabilizing and strengthening New Brunswick’s nonprofit sector By Sue Rickards

September,“Blueprint for Action: Building
a Foundation for Self-Sufficiency.” It spells
out four key recommendations of the
nonprofit sector for the tools it needs to
build a true partnership with government:
stabilization of funding; respect for the
value of the work of nonprofits; support
for a culture of volunteering; and a revitali-
zation of the relationship between the
government and community organizations.

Funding stability is the number one
priority. To those who contract with

1. Stabilized Funding

government contracts became increasingly
short-term and project-driven.

Organizations scrambled to cover the
shortfall by soliciting donations from other
sources. But aggressive fundraising cam-
paigns by hospitals, universities, and colleges
siphoned money away from the grassroots.

Community-based organizations are
now stretched to the limit. To function
effectively, the nonprofit sector requires
longer-term contracts and projects (5-year
operational funding, with an audit and
program review every three years, and
cost-of-living increases annually), affordable
liability insurance, employee benefits, and

The “Blueprint” spells out four key recommendations of the
nonprofit sector for the tools it needs to build a true partnership
with government: stabilization of funding; respect for the value
of the work of nonprofits; support for a culture of volunteering;
& a revitalization of the relationship between the government
& community organizations.
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the removal of property taxes from buildings
owned by nonprofit organizations.

These measures will enable organizations to
hire and retain professional staff, without
whom volunteers are hard-pressed to sustain
any kind of structure. They will enable
organizations to regularly offer programs and
services that have proven effective and to plan
for new ones. They will also reduce or eliminate
the competition for scarce resources that
prevents nonprofit organizations from working
together.

When you start looking for the nonprofit
sector, you will find it all around you. Its
services are diverse. As one presentation to the
task force put it,“The fingers of the not-for-
profits stretch deep into every village and city of
the province. We know each other. We see what
there is for need.”

More dramatically, one presenter stated,
“Now … I want you to imagine with me for a
second ... that someone flips a switch … (snap)

. This city and other communi-
ties ... would literally .” Moreover,“…
in almost every instance, the work/service
provided by nonprofits is work that the
government could not provide at all, or if they
did it would be at a significant increase in cost.”

How curious, then, that submissions to the
Task Force were virtually unanimous in the
perception that the government lacks respect
for the nonprofit sector. Rather than consult,
government exerts power and control, pressur-
ing community-based organizations to meet
inflexible“made-in-Fredericton” objectives. A
sector that enables people to become produc-
tive, that reduces social costs and pressure on
government services, and adds value to local
economies somehow gets construed as an
expense, not an investment.

and they are gone
shut down

2. Respect

This unbalanced relationship exists
partly because the sector has no effective
voice in policy-making. Government does
not recognize it as a sector with informa-
tion and expertise to share. As Task Force
chair Claudette Bradshaw told one
meeting,“We answer to 15 different
ministries and we don’t have a voice in
any of them.”

New Brunswick’s volunteers are an
endangered species. Without them, there
would be no social infrastructure holding
communities together. But volunteer
numbers are shrinking. Seniors are retiring,
many because the cost of volunteering is
outstripping their fixed incomes. People in
the workforce find little time to devote to
causes outside the family. Younger people
are not often encouraged to volunteer.
There is no longer a significant culture of
volunteering.

Part of the reason for this, however, is
the changing nature of volunteering, and
the perceived failure of government to
respect the work of volunteers. Volunteers
balk at joining organizations where funding
is chronically problematic; where they are
required to deal endlessly with bureaucratic
paperwork; where demands become
increasingly complex.

Said one volunteer director with a small
rural organization,“… then comes the
phone call at tax time; ‘you seem to be $3
off in your remittances.’ I say, let me check
with my volunteer treasurer who works a
full time job and has three small children
and volunteers for other organizations and
has a family she likes to spend time with to
check the books she keeps without any
training.”

Although respect cannot be legislated, it
is possible to legislate infrastructure that
enables the sector to stabilize and function
effectively. The government could protect
volunteers, it could make volunteering more
affordable, and it could ease the pressure on
volunteers by collaborating with them to
simplify systems. That is the recommended
way for government to show respect for the
work of the nonprofit sector and to enable
it to do its share in building a strong New
Brunswick. It will solidify the volunteer

3. Culture of Volunteering
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As the saying goes, “Insanity is doing more of the same &
expecting different results.” The silos have to go. We require a lateral,
integrated approach to community-based services, encouraging
multidimensional approaches to multidimensional challenges.

Résumé : Un plan pour la

transformation

Le rapport du Groupe d’étude sur le

secteur communautaire sans but

lucratif a fait peu de grands titres

lorsqu’il a été lancé en septembre

dernier. Contrairement à d’autres

groupes d’étude il n’a pas « choisi »

les preuves qui confirmaient des

conclusions déjà préparées. Le rapport

a été embrassé par le secteur sans but

lucratif parce qu’il provenait vraiment

de ce secteur.

Sur la base d’un processus de

consultation de 8 mois, le rapport « Un

plan d’action : établir les fondements

pour l’auto suffisance » décrit quatre

recommandations clés du secteur sans

but lucratif pour les outils qu’il a

besoin afin de créer un vrai partenariat

avec le gouvernement : la stabilisation

du financement, le respect de la valeur

du travail accomplit par les organismes

sans but lucratif, l’appui de la culture

du bénévolat et la revitalisation de la

relation entre le gouvernement et les

organismes communautaires.

Mais des recommandations n’ont

qu’une valeur pratique si un

mécanisme existe pour les mettre en

œuvre. Le groupe d’étude a donc

recommandé la mise en place

immédiate d’une agence pour faire le

lien entre les membres du secteur

sans but lucratif entre eux et avec le

gouvernement et les autres secteurs.

Elle agira comme la voix du secteur

auprès des plus hauts niveaux

d’élaboration de politiques, avec les

ressources pour appuyer les

organisations communautaires dans le

développement de vrais partenariats

intra et intersectoriels.
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base and encourage its growth and
sustainability.

The Task Force report also called for
a sustained effort to engage people as
citizens, beginning right in the school
classroom. As one presenter stated,
“Although the labour power of volunteers
is important, the main value of the
volunteer experience is to have an informed
citizenry ... the true power to transform
problematic situations comes from hands-
on involvement.”

As the government’s agenda unfolds,
intersectoral relationships become the key
to achieving its goals. One relationship
desperately in need of revitalization is with
the nonprofit sector.

For that, serious changes are required to
the consultation process, the keystone of a
sound relationship. Funding that enables
groups to participate in the process and the
inclusion of the clients of community-
based agencies would be very useful in this
respect. Another major piece of advice
from the nonprofit sector to the govern-
ment was to simplify. Simplify access to
information. Simplify application and
reporting procedures and forms. Simplify
accounting procedures and methods of
demonstrating accountability.

Lastly, civil servants must reconfigure
themselves as public servants. They must
accept nonprofit organizations as working
partners in socioeconomic development

4. Intersectoral
Relationship

rather than as agents meant to carry out
government directives with a minimum of
resources. Departments need to shed their
bunker mentality and focus on how to
help the community-based sector achieve
the common goals.

To that end, government also must
enable its professionals to spend more
time with community groups through
volunteer opportunities, secondments, or
exchange programs. Many public servants
are trapped in their own system; all too
often, it is the government’s rules that
immobilize them. Let them out and give
them the mandate and the flexibility to
help. Their expertise is welcome wherever
communities are struggling to survive and
seeking to thrive.

In the words of one presenter,“It would
make the most difference to have someone
go into a community and plainly and
simply ask, ‘What do you really want to
accomplish? Let’s see if I can help you
accomplish that’.” Public servants with that
flexibility are more than appreciated; they
are beloved by their communities.

Recommendations, however, are only
words on paper until political will gives
them life by establishing a mechanism to
implement them. Therefore, the Task
Force recommended the immediate
establishment of an Agency to link the
nonprofit sector internally and with the
government and other sectors. Its purpose
is to position the nonprofit sector as a

Mechanism of Change
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critical pillar of socioeconomic development
and to give the sector the recognition and
support it needs to contribute fully to the
Province’s agenda of self-sufficiency. It will
act as the voice of the sector at the highest
levels of policy-making, with the resources
to provide support to community organiza-
tions in developing authentic intra- and
intersectoral partnerships.

What would this Agency look like? A
government department for the nonprofit
sector was rejected. It would perpetuate the
current, function-based jurisdictions that
actually impede collaboration and co-
ordination. Another department simply
adds to the layers of bureaucracy. There are
departments for schools, hospitals, welfare,
houses, training, and jails, but no depart-
ment for people. This approach results in
fragmentation and duplication of services,
building the same walls between commu-
nity nonprofit organizations as it does
between government departments.

As the saying goes,“Insanity is doing
more of the same and expecting different
results.” The silos have to go. We require a
lateral, integrated approach to community-
based services, encouraging multidimen-
sional approaches to multidimensional
challenges.

How, then, can we work across sectoral
boundaries so that community nonprofit
organizations can focus on their potential
rather than their limitations? During an
intensive week-long consultation process on
the draft report, the participants in each
session came from the same region but
represented different functions.
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Environmental activists sat down with
food bank volunteers. Literacy teachers
talked with representatives of service
clubs. The blend was completely varied.
Observing the groups’ synergy and their
willingness to collaborate, the Task Force
decided to recommend an Agency
which is regionally-based rather than
function-based.

This is not a revolutionary idea. We
already have agencies which operate
regionally, such as Enterprise New
Brunswick and Service New Brunswick.
Introducing a nonprofit sector presence
into this mix seems entirely logical.

The regional focus is the key to the
success of the proposed Agency.
Qualified staff in every region would
provide co-ordination, support, and
access to information and assistance,
while linking community organizations
with each other and with a Deputy
Minister. Structurally, the agency would
sit, to quote public administration guru
Donald Savoie (

,
University of Toronto, 2006)“on the
boundary between a government
department and a Crown corporation …
a stand-apart agency operating in full

Visiting Grandchildren:
Economic Development in the Maritimes

autonomy from any other department and
with easy and unencumbered access to
effective decision-making authority.”

This Agency is not intended to drain
resources from government departments
that have direct service delivery contracts
or regular interaction with community
nonprofit organizations. While changes in
some contractual relationships are
necessary, they relate primarily to the
length and stability of contracts.

However, the Agency itself must be
created for the long-term and adequately
resourced with the mandate and the
flexibility to work horizontally as well as
vertically and channel funding to commu-
nity groups. It is also meant to link
organizations with each other and with
government and private sector partners.

Upon receiving the report in September,
Premier Graham acted promptly to
establish a Secretariat for the Non-Profit
Sector attached to his office, and named a
minister to represent the sector at the
cabinet table. The Secretariat is the
mechanism which will guide the implemen-
tation of the report’s recommendations.

Conclusion

The Community Non-Profit Task
Force has been called a“powerful exercise
... [in] grassroots feedback, straight from
the trenches, spoken clearly with solutions
offered ... [with] consistent messages
across the province.” This is the voice of
thousands of dedicated volunteers and
beleaguered staff who are the bedrock of
civil society. Communities must have the
capacity to protect their children, to
educate their citizens, to sustain their
natural environments, to treasure their
heritage, to promote inclusion and
learning, and to strengthen other services.

By focussing on the strength of the
nonprofit sector, and providing the
necessary supports, government can
create the foundation for socioeconomic
sustainability. In our turbulent world,
what more valuable legacy could
there be?

SUE RICKARDS is one of the authors of
“Blueprint for Action,” the report of the
Premier’s Community Non-Profit Task Force.
She is also a member of the Canadian CED
Network. This article is based on a series of
articles that she wrote about that consultation
process for the Saint John Telegraph-Journal
last fall. Contact her at 506-363-2969 or
selbyinc@nb.sympatico.ca. To obtain a copy of
the report, please call 506-453-8776 or email
Lise-Anne.LeBlanc@gnb.ca.




