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The Business of Building Strong Communities

Edward Jackson
Nine in ten Canadians want business to do more than make money and create jobs.  According to Chris Pinney of the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy, nearly half of us believe that “business should set higher ethical standards and help build a better society.”

But, while the Centre’s research shows that Canadians believe business provides about one-fifth of the charitable sector’s revenue, in fact, the private sector only accounts for one percent of all non-profit income.

Still, some companies get the message.  They are opting to work with local non-profits to expand economic opportunity and improve livelihoods—an approach called community economic development, or CED.

The business case for doing so is solid.   Research by the Conference Board of Canada demonstrates that companies that participate in CED activities can “build and retain market share and enhance their reputation and relationships with customers, suppliers, the community and the government.”

For their part, community activists are more frequently seeking partnerships with the for-profit sector, which can bring new friends with useful skills and contacts to the table, along with additional funds.

Last November, in a 40th floor Royal Bank conference room on Bay Street, thirty business executives and CED leaders took this conversation further, exchanging notes on what doesn’t as well as does work and how to increase the impact of their joint efforts.  They heard that:

· The Royal Bank and social-service agency St. Christopher House have joined forces in Toronto to develop Cash and Save, a financial-services outlet for low-income customers and a lower cost alternative to existing cheque-cashing operations.  We’ve found wonderful synergies in this partnership,” said RBC Vice-President Andrea Nixon. ”Both sides have good business acumen.”

· Social Capital Partners, a venture philanthropy group set up by former high-tech executive Bill Young, provides seed capital and management advice to groups like Community Ownership Solutions, a non-profit that renovates affordable homes in Winnipeg’s poor north end.  “CED is an appealing hybrid, because it uses business principles to find social solutions,” said Mr. Young.

· Each year, oil-sands company Suncor buys $60 million worth of goods and services, one-fifth of its total procurement, from Aboriginal businesses in the Fort MacMurray region and Edmonton.  These enterprises provide regional air service, operate fishing camps, make safety gear and clean scaffolding, and are rigorously held to industry standards.   Said Suncor Regional Business Manager Greg Quirk: “These businesses don’t cost us money.  In fact, several of them save us money.”

· In Cape Breton, Home Depot has become an important partner of New Dawn Corporation, one of Canada’s most accomplished CED groups.  “At first we thought it was about the money,” said New Dawn President Rankin MacSween. “But now we understand it’s really about the relationship—one that has opened doors for us and also led to peace between us and the local business community.”

There are more stories like these.  Cooperators Insurance gives grants to CED projects, as does Dupont Canada.  The Royal Bank, again, supports several individual development account projects that offer matching funds to social-assistance recipients who save to start a business, get an education, or buy a home.  

Bell Canada has spent $1 million on community development in Ontario.  The TD Bank has supported projects for the homeless in Toronto.  In northern Alberta, Syncrude also buys millions of dollars worth of goods and services from Aboriginal businesses.

These efforts are supported by research and promotion by the Peter Drucker Foundation of Canada, the Tamarack Institute for Social Engagement, the Conference Board and the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy.  

However, corporate involvement in CED is not yet a mainstream activity.  Many companies and community groups are still too cautious or distrustful to work together.  Funding for CED remains too limited, short-term and ad hoc.  Far too many Canadians have still not heard of CED.  And, even when business-community projects do succeed, they are too seldom replicated across the country.    

Yet Canadians—as residents, consumers, employees and shareholders—place a high value on building strong communities. And, increasingly, they expect business to help.

Some companies are already doing so, in imaginative and significant ways.  Multiplying and   deepening these best practices among more companies and more communities can only make a better Canada.
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