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SAINT JOHN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL
“I went back to school and I took a cabinet-making course, and I just got my adult high school diploma -and I found a lot of companies... Well, when they find out that a person is coping with mental illness, they won’t even look at you anymore. When the possibility came up of starting a business, I jumped for it. Because I’ve always wanted to be part-owner of a business. 

“I love working, and I haven’t felt this good in a long time.”
This is where the rubber, as they say, hits the road. This is what “community economic development” - CED, that arid-sounding acronym - is really about. Never mind “outputs” and “human resource development” and “employment growth.” CED is not about that. It is not even about the birth of a little enterprise called Simply Good Cafe and Catering in Saint John, New Brunswick.

No. CED is about the tremble in Brian Hutchinson’s voice as he tells a CBC interviewer how good it is to be a full member of society again.

Brian Hutchinson is a member of the Business Venture Group, nine men and women coping with mental health issues and also with economic disadvantages - and overcoming them by building a business together. The impetus for the business grew out of an initiative of the Human Development Council of Saint John, a 23-year-old organization dedicated to promoting and co-ordinating social development in New Brunswick’s largest city. 

Social development assumes some form of economic stability - and poverty is a root cause for many social problems. So the HDC began exploring CED in 1996, and launched a full-scale CED pilot project in 1998. Funded mainly by the New Brunswick government, the project aims to create income-generating opportunities for people -- like Brian -- who are commonly overlooked by traditional development programs.

The CED program has two main thrusts. The Saint John Community Loan Fund was created to provide very small loans to micro-enterprises for tools, advertising, materials and the like. The Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University provided the Fund with money to train its staff and otherwise develop their skills and understanding of micro-lending. In its first two years of operation, the SJCLF loaned $61,000 to 19 recipients, enabling them to generate more than $240,000 in earnings. 

The second thrust aims at creating actual community businesses, and thus far has created two  - The New Brunswick Tea Company, which packages specialty teas in collectible souvenir packs primarily for cruise ship passengers and convention-goers, and the Simply Good Cafe and Catering business. Several others are being developed by groups of single mothers, men and women involved with the justice system, and low-income people seeking to stretch their food-buying power. All these businesses have a “double bottom line” - they have to be economically viable, but they also have to serve the social and personal objectives of participants.

The HDC has partnered with a range of community agencies to support these ventures  - business groups, social agencies and educational institutions. Patricia Allan-Clark, HDC’s Community Business Development Manager serves as “a catalyst, a facilitator and a motivator.”

Encouraged by its success, the Human Development Council has now launched a “business incubator,” where marginalized citizens receive two to three months of integrated training in life skills, group skills, and business planning. Each group identifies two or three business opportunities, completes feasibility studies for each of them, and develops them through the initial phases. After graduation, participants can proceed to complete the business plan for the most feasible business idea and launch a team business -- or they may pursue other business ideas or seek further training or other employment. In any case, these skills and their strengthened self-confidence give them a springboard into the world of work.

And some of them will go all the way and start businesses like Simply Good Cafe and Catering.
“It was a big thing for us to be able to get up and go to work in the morning,” says Brian Hutchinson, who is now working as a supervisor in a carpentry workshop while developing his own woodworking business. “Before, I’d get up, I’ve got nothing to do today, I’m stuck at home - and I would just go into a depression on it. But not after we started the business.”

When it works, CED provides at least a modest degree of prosperity to individuals and communities -- but it also gives hope and pride and stature to people who did not have those things. And anyone who doubts the importance of that should just listen to Brian Hutchinson.
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