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 NORTH END COMMUNITY RENEWAL CORPORATION

“My happiest moment?” says Garry Loewen. “Hmm. It wouldn’t be some moment of great achievement. Maybe it would be doing some planning, and seeing people get excited about what was happening, what was possible — and that they could be part of it.” 

Garry Loewen is Executive Director of Winnipeg’s North End Community Renewal Corporation, and he has experienced many such moments. If one were looking for a large-scale community economic development project which had blossomed in an astonishingly short time, NECRC might well be it. 

Winnipeg’s North End is a fabled district, quilted with ethnic minorities and prominent in the history of Canadian industry, art and activism. But the city’s growth bypassed it, and industry abandoned it. By the 1990s it was a decaying milieu of boarded-up buildings, poverty, arson, prostitution and crime.

Hopeless? Not to Garry Loewen, then with SEED Winnipeg (Supporting Employment and Economic Development) and Tom Simms of CEDA (Community Education Development Association). Both worked in the North End, and both had noted the stubborn pride and strength shown by 55 religious institutions, 67 Neighbourhood Watch programs and numerous other community organizations. What the North End lacked was cohesion, co-ordination and an overall vision. 

In January, 1998, SEED and CEDA convened a meeting of community leaders, and formed a working group. They found a model in Montreal, where a CED organization called RESO had achieved remarkable success in revitalizing marginalized neighbourhoods. They had previously been provided with a $5,000 retainer as a technical assistance provider by the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program (CEDTAP) at Carleton University. They used the money to bring RESO’s executive director, Nancy Neamtan, to Winnipeg. 

Nancy told the RESO story to community leaders, corporate executives and all three levels of government. Nancy’s visit gave the Winnipeg group credibility, and it expanded to form an organizing committee for what ultimately became NECRC. The expanded committee went back to CEDTAP for an additional $25,000 and engaged Mike Lewis of the Centre for Community Enterprise. 

Mike’s task was to guide the group in structuring the new organization, enlisting representatives from a wide range of community groups, and gathering information about the community and its priorities. This all sounds very abstract — but it involved many hours of meetings, surveys, face-to-face discussions and negotiations. 

“This group managed me, as opposed to me having to manage the process,” said Mike Lewis. “They provided me with very clear priorities as to what they wanted me to help them achieve, and we worked as a team to achieve them.” 

“We did a lot of door-knocking,” says Derek Pachal, Garry Loewen’s successor at SEED. The consultation led to a constitution and by-laws shaped by the community itself. NECRC’s Board would include built-in representation from business, labour, residents’ organizations, aboriginal groups, service clubs, religious and fraternal groups.

The NECRC held its first Annual Meeting in November, 1998. More than 90 North End organizations were represented, and they identified four top priorities: more locally-owned business, better housing, safe and clean surroundings, and opportunities for employment and recreation. Over the next few months, the new Board worked with Mike Lewis to plan the concrete steps that NECRC could take to advance those priorities. 

It would be another 18 months before NECRC would obtain long-term operational funding from the provincial government, however. In the meantime it survived on project funding, and on the generosity of its two parent organizations, which continued to provide substantial amounts of staff time. In January, 2000, the labour-sponsored Crocus Investment Fund seconded a business development officer for two years, and the organization moved into offices supplied by the Mennonite Central Committee, for which Garry Loewen was now working. In November, 2000, Garry became NECRC’s first full-time executive director. 

A year later, NECRC could boast a $500,000 annual budget, nine employees, and 200 volunteers. Working with its community partners, it had stimulated the revitalization of two commercial districts, established a training and employment centre which had served more that 500 people, put together a program to renovate more than 400 houses in the next five years, and assisted residents to get their property taxes lowered. It had partnered with a school on a literacy program, secured Internet access for North End residents, mounted summer festivals celebrating community diversity and nurtured a community policing initiative. And much more. 

Above all, NECRC had engendered a spirit of hope and optimism in a community which once appeared to have no future. 

NECRC has benefitted greatly from its sponsorship by existing agencies, from its diligent networking  -- and from its shrewd and timely application of technical assistance. It represents, says CED expert Stewart Perry, “the application of the best of what we have learned in the CED field in Canada over the last 25 years,” and also “what is best in the neighbours who commit themselves to the renewal of those communities.” 

And it gives Garry Loewen plenty of happy moments.
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