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Vibrant Communities Calgary:
Awareness, Engagement and Policy Change

How do comprehensive, multisectoral
initiatives contribute to poverty reduction?
The six Trail Buildersin Vibrant Commu-
nities are experimenting with a variety
of approaches. This series documents
their experiences. For each Trail Builder,
an initial story will present the key ideas
guiding its work: how local partners
under stand poverty, the role they can play
in reducing poverty, their goals and the
core strategies to achieve results. Subse-
guent stories will provide annual updates
on progress, challenges, lessons and
adjustments. Vibrant Communities is a
pan-Canadian initiative in which repre-
sentatives from 15 urban centres have
cometogether to explorelocal solutionsto
poverty. Trail Builder initiatives will
provide insights that fuel the learning
within Vibrant Communities and with
others interested in the role that colla-
borations can play in tackling poverty.

The United Way of Calgary and Area’'s
slogan says. “For acity to betruly great, it must
begreat for everyone.” Thisinclusive statement
isalso symbolic of the City of Calgary’sefforts
to strengthen itssocial fabricintheface of rapid
growth and expansion. Since 2000, Calgary’s
population has grown at an average annual rate
of 2.3 percent and the city isnow hometo just
over onemillion people. Growthinitswest end
suburbs has been so rapid that effortsto provide
basic road and sewer services have struggled
to keep pace with construction.

Evenwith thewealth generated by the il
and gasindustry and thediversity of itseconomy,
Calgary has experienced awidening of the gap
between itsrichest and poorest residents. Since
the turn of the millennium, however, City
employees have begun to adopt atriple bottom
line approach to their work, paying equal atten-
tion to the social, economic and environmental
impactsof their programs and services. 1n 2004,
for example, the City of Calgary’s Community
Services department initiated Fair Calgary —a
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lenswhich looks at City servicesto make sure
they areequitableand fair.

In harmony with this approach, Vibrant
CommunitiesCalgary (V CC) haschosentofocus
onraising the profile of poverty in Calgary and
challengingwhat it seesasthe prevailing view of
poverty —namely, that it resultsfrom individual
behaviour and can be overcome by peoplepulling
themselvesup by their bootstraps. Instead, VCC
believesthat there areimportant systemic factors
that contribute to poverty and that the whole
community hasavital roleto play in changing
these conditions. By increasing public under-
standing about the root causes of poverty, VCC
hopesto spark new community action which will
achieve asubstantial and ongoing reductionin
the number of Calgarianswho livein poverty.

Vibrant Communities Calgary seeksto
harness the experience and expertise of awide
cross-section of the community — nonprofit,
government, business, individual citizens—in
bringing about structural changesthat will make
it easier for peopleto move out of poverty. VCC
strongly believesin the value of healthy debate.
Theinitiative seeks to create a safe space for
people from diverse perspectives and experi-
encesto exploretogether the complex issue of
poverty. Suchdialogueiscrucial for generating
dramatic new responses to a serious and
persistent problem.

History and functioning

In 2002, the United Way of Calgary and
Areaestablished the Sustained Poverty Reduction
(SPR) Working Group. MCC Employment
Development, acommunity economic devel op-
ment organization, joined United Way in this
undertaking, with thegod of establishing poverty

reduction initiativesthat would addressthe root
causesof poverty.! United Way and MCC repre-
sentatives attended the first national Vibrant
Communities meeting in Guelph, Ontario and
agreed to be co-convenors of Vibrant Com-
munitiesin Cagary.

In 2003, the United Way also began to
cultivate agroup of regional leaders under the
umbrella of its Sustained Poverty Reduction
initiative. Theintention wasto usetheleaders
and SPR Working Group to inform and inspire
each other. The Working Group would meet
monthly and undertake projects, while the
leaders’ group would meet four to six timesa
year and provide accessto higher-level change
makerswho could support the Working Group’s
efforts. However, asitsactivitiesevolved, the
Working Group gradually established alife of
itsown. Now known asthe Steering Committee,
itsmemberswereleading severa Action Teams.
By late 2004, it was agreed that the Steering
Committee should establish itself asadistinct
initiative and subsequently was named Vibrant
CommunitiesCalgary.

V CC continuesto receive valuable sup-
port from United Way, including an 18-month
funding commitment that began in June 2005,
staff participation on its Steering Committee
and Action Teams, and variouskinds of practical
assistance (e.g., the provision of meeting rooms).
Since the spring of 2005, MCC Employment
Development has acted as Vibrant Communities
Cagary’scharitableagent. Thecurrent structure
satisfiesarequirement that VV CC be permitted to
receive charitablefunding whileallowing greater
autonomy and control of thetypesof work it can
undertake. InJune 2005, VCC was confirmed
asoneof gx Vibrant Communities® Trail Builders’
— adesignation that comes with a three-year
funding commitment and additional coaching
supports.
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RamonaJohnston originally washiredin
2003 by United Way’s SPR Working Group to
lead the sustained poverty reduction work,
beginning with research into the concept of
establishing a‘living wage’ for employeesin
Calgary. Inthe summer of 2005, she became
Manager of Vibrant CommunitiesCalgary. Says
Ramona: “VCC partners wanted to take an
approach that focused on structural issues and
were prepared to challenge some of the deeper
thinking about poverty in Calgary. By bringingin
awiderange of peopleinaconstructivedialogue
around the issues, we hoped to influence the
programsand policiesthat affect peoplewholive
in poverty. Our interest in political advocacy
meant that we had to have the autonomy to
function independently. We now are on anew
footing with partner organizations that might
communicate differently with usthan they would
with afunder. Our independence also enables
usto speak publicly and eventually normalize
discussionsabout higtorically divisiveissuessuch
aslow wages.”

VCClnitiativesLtd. isnow incorporated
asaPart 9 not-for-profit Albertacompany. Its
Steering Committee is currently led by Amy
Alexander from the City of Calgary and Cathy
Ablefrom RBC Financial. 1ts 18 other members
participate as representatives of the business

community, social agencies, municipal govern-
ment, postsecondary education, labour, non-profit
organizations and asindividual citizens. The
Steering Committee advisesafour-person Board
of Directors. A Human Resource Committee
oversees the recruitment, hiring and supervi-
sion of the VCC Manager and the Resource
Development Committee guidesVCC’sfund-
raising efforts.

Poverty in Calgary

Thanksto Cagary’ sbooming economy, the
median incomefor aCalgary household in 2001
was $65,488 — more than $10,000 higher than
themedian for therest of Canada. Thelargegap
between rich and poor isrevealed by the statistics
that show thetop ten percent of households had
an average annual income of $248,600in 2001,
as opposed to $13,000 for the poorest ten per-
cent of households. Statisticsreleased by the
City of Calgary show that in 2003, 17.2 percent
of Calgary residents lived below Statistics
Canada's before-tax low income cut-offs, an
estimated 161,000 people. Though Alberta’'s
minimum wage increased from $5.90 to $7.00
per hour in the summer of 2005, the provincial
rate remains ahead of only Newfoundland, PEI,
Nova Scotiaand New Brunswick.?

/

sustained poverty reduction.”

Reduction, 2005-2008

"

“ People do not choose poverty. At the root of poverty are systemic economic,
social and political factors that go beyond individuals. This is why we need a concerted
effort at the community level — because poverty is not an individual issue, it is a systems
issue. Only by addressing the underlying and interrelated root causes — including
inadequate education and skills training, low wages, insufficient availability of quality
affordable housing, unaffordable childcare, and transportation barriers, will we achieve

— Vibrant Communities Calgary’s Community Plan for Sustained Poverty

\
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A report released in 2003 by TD Bank
Financial Group drew attention to several trends
which could derail future prosperity, particularly
in the Edmonton-Calgary corridor [Burleton
2003]. Continued reliance on the oil and gas
industry for economic growth and on labour
imported from other provinces and countries
masksthelonger term implications of problems
such as rising school leaving rates and post-
secondary education costs, and low levels of
research and devel opment spending and venture
capital financing. Theseissues, combined with
urban sprawl, expensive public transit, growing
physical infrastructure replacement needs and
low earnings growth at the bottom end of the
income spectrum, point to the need for acom-
prehensive, multisectoral approach to poverty
reduction.

The definition of poverty adopted by
Vibrant Communities Calgary states that:
“Poverty isthe condition of ahuman beingwho
does not have sufficient economic and other
resourcesto live with the dignity, choices and
power which support full participationin society.”
Using thisdefinition, VCC and its partners have
identified five supportsor pillarswhich must be
addressed to achieve sustained poverty reduction:

* economic security (including both
employment income and publicincome
supports)

* educationand skillstraining

» basic supports (e.g., housing, trans-
portation, child care, food security)

» physical and mental health

» full participation in society.

Levers of change

Many V CC partners belong to organi-
zationswhich have been working diligently on

various programs (e.g., developing affordable
housing or providing skillstraining). Rather than
have VCC do more of the same, the partners
conducted a scan of the poverty reduction work
under way in Calgary and realized that not enough
was being doneto tacklethe underlying, systemic
causes of poverty. They decided that the best
useof their collective experiencewould beto use
collaboration, education and mutual problem-
solving to spark new community action and
implement bold new solutionsto the problem of
poverty reduction.

V CC focusesitsenergy ontwo strategies
that its Steering Committee feelstheinitiative
is well suited to address: increasing public
awareness and civic engagement, and making
changesin public and private sector policiesand
practices.

One of VCC'’s key messages has been
to remind Calgariansthat sustained high poverty
levels cost all citizens more in health care,
education, welfare, social service and criminal
justice spending—and result inlessinvestment in
goods and services. Research conducted by the
United Way in 2004 estimated conservatively that
poverty in Calgary resultsin millions of dollars
per year in spending intheseareas. Conversely,
V CC urges, poverty reduction will improvethe
quality of life for all citizens and continue to
make Calgary an attractive destination for new
investment.

Despitethe pervasive bootstrap attitude
toward poverty, Vibrant CommunitiesCalgary is
encouraged by the growing local interest inthe
goal of asubstantial and sustained reductionin
the number of Calgariansliving in poverty. Cal-
gary’smedia, for example, has pointed out that
theprovincia government’s” AlbertaAdvantage’
—marketing the province' sability to attract trade
and investment while maintaining ahigh quality
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of life—has come at the expense of theworking
poor and those on social assistance. Thereis
evidencethat the community has been mobilized
around the*Imagine Calgary” dialogue—atwo-
year initiativeled by the City of Calgary to create
a 100-year vision and 30-year strategies to
ensureahigh quality of lifeinthelong term. By
mid-2006, Imagine Calgary will have engaged
thousands of membersof the public and business,
community and government stakeholdersinits
broad-based dialogue.

Structuring the work

To helpfocuslong- and short-term pov-
erty reduction efforts, VCC initially developed a
number of targets for the household benefits,
community engagement and cultural shiftsthat it
wished to achieve.

As recently as December 2004, VCC
proposed to help the following numbers of
households: 200 in 2005, 300 in 2006 and 500
by the end of 2007 (1,000 householdsin all).
However, VCC'sresultsfrom the past year alone
have had positiveimpactson thelives of severa
thousand Calgarians. The earlier household
target-setting exercise is one which will need
further consideration, and the definition of
“contributing to positive outcomes” revisited.

Increasing the number of Calgarians
who areinvolved with VCC’ swork continuesto
be of central importance. To achieveitsgoal of
broadening community involvement, VCC will
engage theleadership of 130 individualsand 60
organizations by the end of 2007. As of
November 2005, 70 peoplefrom 43 entitieswere
workingwith VCC. Participation hascomefrom
community groups, governmental and quasi-
governmental bodies, individualslivingin pov-
erty, private sector representativesand the genera
public.

Vibrant Communities Calgary’sapproach
—building public awareness, engaging citizens
and bringing about changesin public policy —
al involve creating a deeper understanding of
poverty’ssystemicfactors. VCC will consider it
asign of progresswhen Calgarians are engaged
in conversation and debate about poverty-related
issues and when they seethat collective effortis
required to change the conditions that create
obstaclesto broad economic well-being. Pro-
gress also will be evident when poverty and
related social issuesassume greater prominence
on the political, health and education agendas
and when VCC is called upon to speak about
poverty issues.

Overall successwill be gauged by gener-
ating ashared focuson:

* reducing poverty versusalleviating the
effectsof poverty

» comprehensive, deep-rooted solutions
versusquick fixes

» acultureof multisectoral collaboration
versusindividual, isolated efforts

* aculture that sees everyone as part of
the problem and the solution rather than
blaming individualsor groups

* anemphasisoninnovation, risk-taking
and long-term change as opposed to
cautious, short-term responses.

Current efforts

Vibrant Communities Calgary participants
believe that acommunity-wide understanding
of poverty will result in greater community
involvement and the devel opment of policiesthat
will reduce poverty. Simply stated: Aninformed
community will takeaction. Thework now under
way reflectsthe complementary natureof VCC's
approaches. Though listed separately, each
informsand influencesthe other.
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Making changesin policies and practices

In the summer of 2003, the United Way
of Calgary and Area’'s SPR Working Group
began a 20-month project to increase the
capacity of nonprofit organizations to help
develop public policy. Asluck would haveit,
the policy issue on which they choseto focus—
the Assured Income for the Severely Handi-
capped (AI1SH) benefit —cameup for renewal in
the fall of 2004 [Makhoul 2005a]. The eight
principal participants, representative from across
the disability spectrum, were widely praised
by provincial government representatives and
othersfor their final submission and for their
ability to communicate the concernsof adiverse
community.

Asaresult of thereview, theprogramis
now more responsive to the needs of AISH
recipients. Morethan 8,000 Calgarianshad their
monthly Al SH benefitsraised by $100 in 2005
(from $855 to $955), with afurther $50 increase
(to $1,000) scheduled in 2006. Theseincreases
arewelcomebut relatively modest, sincethey only
restore benefitsto their 1999 value.

In late 2004, thanks to contacts and a
reputation for collaboration made through its
work withtheAISH review process, VCC'soffer
to assist in acampaign to promotetransit passes
for AISH recipients and low-income Calgary
residentswasgratefully received. VCC wasseen
aspossessing the energy, fresh ideas and contacts
necessary to accelerate a discussion that had
started inthelate 1990s. By re-branding “The
Calgary Committee for Discounted Transit
Passes” to “Fair Fares Calgary,” VCC helped
residents to conceptualize the issue. Their
assistance in mounting asuccessful letter- and
postcard-writing campaign demonstrated broad
community acceptance of the issue and helped

convince the City to establish thelow-income
transit pass program [Makhoul 2005b].

In November 2005, VCC presented a
submissionto Calgary City Council’sbudgetary
process, focusing ontheneedtoreinvestin socia
infrastructure and continue effortsto secure more
resources from the government of Alberta.
Specifically, VCC recommended that the City:
a) adopt a “No Sweat Ethical Procurement
Policy,” b) increase support of its Family and
Community Support Services (ajoint municipal/
provincial fund that supports Calgary poverty
reduction programs), and c¢) finance the admini-
stration and revenue | osses of the low-income
transit pass program, regardless of provincial
support.

The City has since supported the No
Sweat Ethical Procurement Policy with abudget-
ary allocation. VCC staff and volunteerswill
work with the City to develop thispolicy over
the next year, potentially building in a pro-
vision that the City purchases all goods and
servicesfrom Living Wage employers[Vibrant
Communities 2005].

Increasing public awareness and civic
engagement

The Fair Fares, AISH and ethical pro-
curement initiatives demonstrate the dimension
of changeVVCCishopingto achieve. By enabling
people of diverse backgroundsto collaborate,
the partners have been successful in building
bridges which allow them to cross over into
different community sectors. Asthey achieve
greater recognition, partners believe their
capacity to draw more peopleinto theVVCCfold
will expand accordingly.
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V CC has devel oped an e-mail network,
which it usesto post information bulletins and
requests for action. Inthelead-up to the City
Council decisionto providereduced faretransit
passesfor low-income Calgarians, councillors
were debating several funding options. Some
proposals, likethe suggestion that senior citizens
discount passrates beincreased (they currently
cost $35 per year), were quickly abandoned after
protest from seniors’ groups. However, asecond
recommendation to remove fundsfrom Family
and Community Support Servicesgarnered sub-
stantial early support.

By encouraging its membersto speak up
with e-mails, letters and phone calls to local
councillorsand mediaoutlets, in the space of one
week V CC helped convince City Council that
robbing one set of poverty reductioninitiatives
to pay another made littlefiscal or social sense.

Similarly, the Fair Fares postcard cam-
paign used the weight of public opinion to
convince City councillorsthat the public wasin
favour of reduced fare transit passes. VCC’s
network of community partnersand its e-mail
update system hel ped spread the word about the
upcoming vote; the postcard photograph of a
mother and two young children waiting in a
transit shelter made for an eloquent appeal for
help to Calgariansin all income brackets. The
serendi pitous nature of the mediaattention paid
tothe AlSH issue (remarks by the Premier led to
nightly mediareportsof thefinancial difficulties
faced by peopleliving on AISH benefits) wasa
powerful example of quickly anissue can come
to prominence.

Looking ahead

Vibrant Communities Calgary’scommit-
ment to a more innovative and risk-taking

approach has not been without challenges. The
City of Calgary’scommitment to establishing
the low-incometransit passes needs more pro-
vincial support to pay the program’s estimated
$2.5 annual cost after 2006. |nthecoming year,
V CC, community groups and the municipality
will work with the provinceto arrive at along-
term funding solution.

Establishing dialogue around the issue of
how many Calgarians live in poverty also
presented difficultiesto VCC. Thethorny topic
of statistics and their interpretation brought a
fresh set of organizationsinto the discussion —
not all of whom were in agreement with the
materia presented. Membersof VCC's Commu-
nicationsAction Team recogni zed that changing
attitudesis slow, painstaking and expensive. It
must involve both change agents and peoplewho
experience poverty first hand. Italso must work
withinthe existing social climate. Anlpsos-Reid
North America poll conducted in November
2005 showed that two percent of Calgarians
identified poverty — a broad category which
included poverty, the poor, homelessnes and
welfare—asthe most important issue facing the
province[lpsos-Reid 2005].

Onthe positive side, participants’ efforts
have led to an increasingly positive profile of
VCC’'swork in the media, anumber of new and
deepening alliances and the carving out of a
common ground of understanding poverty issues.
Inparticular, VCC'swork intheareaof Living
Wage hashelpedtolegitimizetheissueand it has
paved theway for other community organizations
to enter into the discussion.

The No Sweat Procurement Policy and
Living Wage issue also brought into focus the
changing perspective of VCC asit worksthrough
particular initiatives. TheLivingWageAction
Team originally had atarget of establishing a
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municipal living wage policy, putting private
employersand the voluntary sector into alater
phase of the work. Recent reflection has led
organizersto consider amultipronged approach
with a focus on government which would be
strengthened by building a broader base of
support among business and nonprofit sectors.
It will be important to its work for VCC to
continually gaugeitsposition rdativeto the public,
private and nonprofit sectors.

Vibrant Communities Calgary aso planned
towork inthe areaof standard eligibility test-
ing. Preliminary researchintodigibility screening
requirementsfor various services showed that
they were inconsistent and onerous, but that
finding common ground for astandard test was
going to be much more difficult —and perhaps
not as effective asoriginally thought. With the
current patchwork of tests, people who do not
meet the criteria of one organization may be
eligiblefor help by another. Having one standard
instrument might mean that many more people
wouldfall into one, bigger funding crack. VCC
will further consider theissue of accessbility and
whether agencies can be encouraged to devote
additional resourcesto helping clientsfill out
paperwork.

In the fall of 2005, VCC experienced a
changein volunteer |leadership onits Learning
and Evaluation Action Team. Poor attendance
at committee meetings resulted in a shift in
direction; thefour committee memberswill each
join one of thethreeissue-based action teams—
Living Wage, Fair Fares and Communications.
A review of thisdecision in next year’s project
evaluation will determine how well the group’s
original objectiveswere achieved.

In the three years since its formation,
membersof VCC havelearned agreat deal about
the need to stir thewatersin order to challenge
dominant perspectives on the issue and bring
about deeper changes. Their forthright approach
has generated afresh burst of ideas and energy.
Successeswith AISH, Fair Fares Calgary and
the Living Wage initiative have helped VCC
partners establish and strengthen their local
reputation. Their successesin influencing the
direction of the AlISH program and the discount
transit passissue are hopeful signs of thingsto
come around the deeper policy changeswhich
lie at the heart of poverty reduction.

Anne Makhoul and Eric Leviten-Reid

Endnotes:

1 MCC Employment Development is a nonprofit
community economic development organization with
charitable status. Its original 1991 mandate was to
offer job entry assistance to recent immigrants, but it
now also providestraining in small business operation
to the underemployed, micro loans for small busi-
nesses, a savings incentive program, youth entre-
preneurship and literacy programs and public access
to acomputer lab with Internet hook-up.

2. For more minimum wage rateinformation, visit: http:/
/www110.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/psait_spila/lmnec_eslc/
eslc/salaire_minwage/reportl/index.cfm/doc/english
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