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I ntroduction

Vibrant Communities was|aunched in the spring of 2002. Formulated around a core set of
ideas, these abstract concepts have gradually cometo life through the efforts of hundreds of people
from diverse backgrounds working together to reduce poverty intheir communities. Inthewords of
one participant: “Inthe past, ‘ multisectoral’ wasjust aword, now it is peoplein the sameroom.”

What isVibrant Communities? How did it cometo be? And what differenceisit making?
The purpose of this paper isto reflect on the Vibrant Communities experienceto date: wherewe' ve
been, where we are and where we may go from here.

Part One of this paper reviewsthe origin of theinitiative, itsgoalsand design, and major facets
of thework undertaken over the past four years. Part Two offers broad reflections on the experience
of Trail Builder communitiesand theinitiativeoverall. Part Three castsan eye ahead to the next
chapter in Vibrant Communities' development.

The current paper isone of aseries of documents discussing Vibrant Communities’ work to
date. Whileit offersreflectionsat abroad level, other reports examine specific aspects of thework in
moredetail. Anannotated list of resourcesthat may be of interest to thereader isincluded as
Appendix One.

Part One: Origins and Action

Vibrant CommunitiesisaPan-Canadian action learning initiative exploring promising local
solutionsfor poverty reduction. It was established through a partnership involving three national
sponsors (Tamarack: An Institute for Community Engagement, the Caledon Institute of Social Policy
and the JW. McConnell Family Foundation) and 14 local communities from acrossthe country.
Already it hasgrown to enjoy the participation of several additional communitiesaswell asother
funding partners, including the Maytree Foundation, Young Foundation and RBC Financia Group.
Human Resources and Social Devel opment Canadaalso is providing both financial and staff support
for theinitiative.

Origins: A Need for Change

Theimpetus behind Vibrant Communitieswas ageneral recognition that effortsto reduce
poverty in Canada had stalled —this despite the undeniable prosperity enjoyed by so many inthis
country.
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Between 1961 and 1977 the percentage of Canadiansliving with low incomesfell from 29
percent to 13 percent. Sincethen, the poverty rate has not moved below thislevel, remaining in the
14-19 percent range throughout the 1980s, 1990s and into the current decade. Whilethe rate of
poverty has gone up and down with the economy, there has been no underlying decrease in poverty for
nearly 30 years.

What isevident in the national statistics has been all the more apparent onthegroundin
communities. Food banks once considered an emergency response to a passing problem have
become apermanent part of the social landscape. Homel ess shelters once used amost exclusively by
single adultsare now frequently needed by familieswith children aswell. Workerswho formerly
would have been freefrom poverty by virtue of employment too often now fall within theranks of the
working poor. Not only ispoverty entrenched but it also isnow touching an array of Canadiansthat
previously would have escaped itsgrasp.

By thelate 1990s, it was clear that broad shifts had occurred in the structure of opportunities
and supports availableto Canadians. a‘ precarious labour market’ offered too few ‘good jobs' (paying
high wages but requiring high skills) and too many ‘bad’ ones (low wage, part-time employment
offering few, if any, benefits); public spending on social programs had been reduced; responsibilities,
though not resources, were downloaded from one level of government to another, and from
government in general to individualsand communities.

For human service and community agenciesof variouskinds, theresult wasan impossible
combination: an increasein demand for assistance coupled with fewer resourcesto do thejob. Many
found that they were running faster just to stay in place—often timesfalling behind. Clearly something
needed to change.

Invariouswaysin different settings, community groups began searching for new solutions.

Seeds of Hope

One such effort was Opportunities 2000 in Waterloo Region, Ontario. Recognizing that it had
reached aplateau initsability to assist the unemployed, alocal community organization set out to
expand the scale and impact of itswork.

Running from 1996 to 2000, Opportunities 2000 engaged a diverse group of community
leaders, nonprofit organizations, government agencies and local businesses around the vision of
reducing the region’s poverty rateto thelowest in Canada. Ultimately, it mobilized 86 organizationsin
support of 47 diverse poverty reduction initiativesranging from the creation of community enterprises
and workforce development initiativesto employer driven changesin workplace practices.

Whiletheinitiative did not achieveitstarget to help 2,000 familiesexit poverty by the year
2000, it did assist 1,600 househol dsto make significant stepsin their journey out of poverty, made
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poverty reduction apublic priority and created anetwork of leaders and organizations committed to
renewing and sustaining their collaborative work under the new name of Opportunities\Waterloo
Region.

Inlate 2001, representatives from three organizationsthat played major rolesin Opportunities
2000 —The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation, the Caledon Institute and several principalsfrom
Opportunities 2000 who had since formed Tamarack: An Institute for Community Engagement —came
together to reflect on the lessonslearned. They concluded that although Opportunities 2000’ sresults
were promising, it was not possible to declare that the approach it had taken would work in other
contexts. Further experimentation with other local initiativeswasrequired in order to determinethe
overall viability of the approach, how it might be pursued in different settings and the extent of the
outcomesit was ableto achieve.

Fortunately, Waterloo Region wasjust one of many communities across the country beginning
to explore new waysto address poverty. Inthe spring of 2002, representativesfrom 13 such
communities met with the three national sponsorsto explorethe possibilities of aPan-Canadian
initiative. Following three daysof deliberation, Vibrant Communitieswasofficially launched.

The Vibrant Communities Framework

Themission of Vibrant Communitiesreflects the aspiration of communitiesto develop
substantial new strategiesfor reducing poverty and improving quality of life: “ To create and grow a
movement of diverseleadersand communities committed to exploring, challenging and testing waysto
unleash the potential of communitiesto substantially reduce poverty and ensure agood quality of life
for al citizens.”

At thecoreof theinitiativeisaset of promising approachesfor addressing poverty. Inits
evaluation of Opportunities 2000, the Caledon I nstitute described it as one of agrowing number of
local initiativesthat tackle complex issuesthrough comprehensive, multisectoral efforts[Leviten-Reid
2001]. Suchinitiatives hold that the causes underlying complex problems, such as poverty, areinter-
locked and that communities can only hope to make progress on them by collaborating across
organizations and sectors.

Vibrant Communities devel oped this perspective further by specifying five key themesto be
explored asan integrated set of approachesfor countering poverty:

o Poverty reduction: To reduce poverty rather than simply alleviateits hardships.

o Comprehensivethinking and action: To addresstheinterrelated root causes of poverty
rather than itsvarious symptoms.

e Multisectoral collaboration: To engage abroad spectrum of sectorsand organizationsina
collaborative effort rather than have each work inisolation.
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o Community asset building: To emphasize the presence of community assetson whichto
build rather than deficitsto be overcome.

o Community learning and change: To embrace aprocessof continual community learning
and change rather than respond with relatively short term, narrow interventions.

These themesrepresented aninitial set of ‘ puzzle pieces' to be considered in thisattempt to
breathe new lifeinto Canada’s poverty reduction efforts.

To pursueitswork, theinitiative established two interrelated components. Communitiesas
well asthe policy-makers and fundersthat support them participate in a Pan-Canadian L earning
Community (PCLC) that provides opportunitiesto shareinsights and experiencesrelated to
community-based poverty reduction and to offer mutual support and guidance. At thesametime, a
smaller number of ‘ Trail Builder’ communities put ideasinto practice through multi-faceted, multi-year
poverty reductioninitiativesundertakenintheir local settings. Inreturnfor receiving extrafinancia and
technical support from the national initiative, they agreeto closely track their lessons and outcomes,
and share them with PCL C members and national sponsors.

Theoverall processisoneof ‘actionlearning.” Discussionswithin the Pan-Canadian Learning
Community support Trail Buildersin devel oping their initiatives; the practical experiencesof Trail
Buildersfuel thelearning in thewider network.

Focusing theinitiative’ swork was a set of tangible, mid-range objectives:

e Toreduce poverty for at least 5,000 householdsin Canada.

o Toexpand the number of Canadian communitiesactively using aset of promising
approachesfor poverty reduction.

e Tolink 15 communitiesin aprocess of collaborative learning and to support up to five
communitiesto more deliberately learn and apply these approachesto poverty reduction.

e Toengage 250 nonprofit organi zations and government agencies, 100 low-incomeleaders
and 100 businessesin those communitiesto join in implementing poverty reduction plans.

o Todistill and document lessons|earned from theseinitiatives so that they can be sharedin
order to help shape policies across sectorsand at all levels of government.

The Work to Date: An Overview

A tremendous amount has been undertaken and achieved in the space of four years. Thework
of Vibrant Communities can be summarized in three major streams:. the Pan-Canadian Learning
Community, the Trail Builder component and effortsto foster an enabling environment.

4 Caledon Ingtitute of Social Policy



Pan-Canadian Learning Community

Between 13 and 16 communities have been active participantsin the Pan-Canadian L earning
Community at various points over the past four years.

A widerange of activitiesand resources have been used to support community effortsto learn
about comprehensive, multisectoral approachesto poverty reduction including: convenor conference
calls, tele-learning sessions, face-to-face forums, coaching, tools, research papers, an e-newsletter and
anational website (See Exhibit1).

Among thetopics explored through major learning initiatives have been:

Business Engagement in Poverty Reduction
Strategiesfor Sustainable Incomes

Fundraising for Social ChangeInitiatives

Living Wage Campaigns

Gender and Poverty

Grantmaking for Comprehensive Impact
Community Involvement in Policy Change
Government Support for the CommunitiesAgenda
Learning and Evaluation

In the end, hundreds of community membersfrom acrossthe country have been engagedina
wide-ranging learning process— sharing local experiences, tapping into outside expertise, accessing
reports and papers on numerous topics, meeting by conference call or face-to-face to explore together
the‘what’ and *how’ of comprehensive, multisectoral approachesto poverty reduction.

Trail Builder Component

Not surprisingly, many of the communitiesthat becameinvolved inVibrant Communitieswere
interested in devel oping multifaceted, multi-year poverty reduction strategiesin their local settings.
Some participating communitieswere, infact, already actively pursuing such initiativeswhen Vibrant
Communitieswas established. Othersmoved quickly to do so aswell. Still othersidentified full-
fledged local initiativesastheir long-term goal and began gradually putting in placethe required
foundations.

While national sponsorsoriginally targeted five Trail Buildersfor theinitia phaseof Vibrant
Communities operation, inthe end six were supported. The expanded number reflectsthe strong
interest of communitiesto develop local initiativesand the desire of al partnersfor the additional
learning asixth Trail Builder could provide.

Caledon Ingtitute of Social Policy 5



Exhibit | —Supporting Pan-Canadian L earning

Convenor Conference Calls—PCL C members have participated in bi-monthly conference calls. The purpose of the
callsisto update participants on local developments, share lessons and insights based on local experiences, and
collectively shapethe Pan-Canadian initiative.

Tele-learning Events — Approximately ten tele-learning series have been conducted on topics such as engaging
business in poverty reduction, community involvement in policy development, fundraising for social change and
conducting living wage campaigns. These sessions enable participants to engage in peer learning or access the
expertise of guest resource persons.

Face-to-Face Forums—Approximately every two years, Vibrant Communities has held amajor face-to-faceevent in
which local and national partners are able to engage in amore extended sharing of their experiences and insights.
These events feature a series of learning sessions and workshops. The face-to-face sessions help build
relationships that enable peer learning at a distance. They also help orient and inspire newcomers to the Vibrant
Communitieseffort.

Coaching — Tamarack provides coaching support on alimited basisto PCL C members and on amore extensive
basisto Trail Builder communities. Coaching for PCLC memberslargely addresses ways participants can foster
community learning. It also pertainsto ways communities can begin building full-fledged local poverty reduction
initiatives.

Tools— Tamarack has devel oped eight tools to help communities address a variety of practical challengesrelated to
planning and implementing comprehensive, multisectoral poverty reduction strategies. Among the topics
addressed are: the role of local convenors, understanding poverty in one’s local context and selecting strategies for
poverty reduction.

Research Papers— In an effort to clarify the thinking behind thiswork and rai se awareness about the overall
approach, the Caledon Institute has written a series of research papers exploring the ideas and practices associated
with comprehensive, multisectoral approaches to poverty reduction. More than a dozen papers have been
completed to date on topics such as core concepts related to comprehensive community initiatives, the roles
played by various partners in these efforts and ways that governments can support community-based strategies
for poverty reduction.

Engage! — This bi-weekly electronic newsletter provides updates on major devel opments within Vibrant
Communities. It also highlights resources, such as research papers and tools, which may be of interest to
participants. Engage! iswritten both for Vibrant Communities participants and othersinterested in thiswork. It
currently has more than 6,000 subscribers.

National Website (www.vibrantcommunities.ca) — A national website plays an integral role in supporting the
initiative's learning process. It features Web pages for participating local communities, resources pertaining to the
variouslearning themes being explored and research papers, tools and reports emerging from Vibrant Communities.
Inthefirst six months of 2006, more than 22,800 users engaged in over 40,600 sessions on the website and
downloaded more than 16,500files.

PCL C Evaluation —To date, two eval uations have been undertaken of the Pan-Canadian L earning Community.
Conducted by C.A.C. International, aMontreal -based firm specializing in evaluation research, the purpose of the
evaluationsisto support continuous improvement in the design and implementation of the PCLC.

Supports—Matching funds of up to $100,000 per year for a maximum of three years, ongoing coaching from
Tamarack staff and up to $3,000 per community for accessing additional Tamarack, local or peer coaches; assistance
in developing the local capacity to track poverty reduction outcomes and lessons learned through the local
initiative.
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Significant time, energy and resources are required for devel oping comprehensive, multisectoral
initiativesfor poverty reduction. InVibrant Communities, the development process has entailed three
distinct phases. In each phase, communities seek to realize certain outcomes and receive specified
supportsfrom the national initiative asthey do (see Exhibit I1).

One of the primary purposes of Vibrant Communitiesisto understand the different waysin
which comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives may unfold. Asdiscussed morefully below, despite
underlying similarities, each of theTrail Builder initiativesisdistinct initsoverall approach to poverty
reduction and the specificinterventionsit ispursuing. A substantial Trail Builder learning and evaluation
process has been devel oped to follow the work of eachinitiative asit evolves, track the outcomes
achieved and identify the lessons|earned.

Thislearning and eval uation process consists of three main streams. Inthefirst stream, each
Trail Builder developsa'theory of change’ articulating thekey ideasguiding theinitiativeinitswork: its
understanding of poverty and poverty reduction, the goalsit is seeking with respect to community
capacity building, household outcomes and systemic changes, the specific strategiesto be pursued and
therolethat the collaboration will play inthe poverty reduction process. This*theory of change’
constitutes aconceptual baselinethat allowslocal and national partnersto refine the thinking behind
theseinitiatives.

Working with the Caledon Institute, each Trail Builder has prepared a‘ theory of change’ story.
On an annual basis, Tamarack, Caledon and the Trail Builder conduct alocal reflection session to
consider the progresstheinitiative has made in achieving its goal s and to determine the extent to which
itstheory of changeisbeing borne out in practice. Onthe basisof thisreflection session, lessonsare
identified, thetheory of change revised and adjustments madein theinitiative' s plansfor the period
ahead.

The second stream of work in thelearning and eval uation process focuses on capturing the
resultsfrom the poverty reduction strategies undertaken by Trail Builders. Working with national
sponsors, Trail Builders have devel oped two-page descriptions of the specific strategiesthey are
pursuing. These descriptionsbriefly indicate the challenge being addressed, the strategy being
employed and the results anticipated or achieved. To date, 21 such stories have been documented.
These narrative descriptionsare also intended to help Trail Buildersdevel op evaluation plansfor
tracking theresults achieved by each initiative, including logic modelsand research strategies.

Finally, thethird stream of the Trail Builder learning and eval uation effort involves the produc-
tion of regular reportsthat summarize the work being done and the results achieved, and allow for
dissemination of findingsamong Vibrant Communities participantsand other interested groups. Trall
Builders prepare brief mid-year updates and more extensive end-of-year reportsidentifying key
developmentsintheir initiatives, challenges encountered and lessonslearned. Included are statistical
reports concerning the two main quantitative targets being tracked by theinitiative: the number of
partnersengaged inthelocal initiative and the number of low-income househol ds benefiting from the
work and inwhat ways.
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Exhibit Il —=PhasesintheTrail Builder Stream

Phase | — Exploring Local Interest
Purpose: To ensure that prospectivelocal initiatives are strongly rooted in their communities.

Activities: One-on-one conversations, focus groups and community meetingsto consider thelocal poverty
challenge and possible participation in the learning community or Trail Builder component of Vibrant
Communities.

Supports: A grant for $5,000 to underwrite the costs of this community consultation.

Phase Il — Building Conditions of Success

Purpose: To put in place three key building blocksfor comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives: aninitial
three-year action plan, amultisectoral leadership group, and adequate financial and human resources to
undertake the work.

Activities: Consultationswith interested individual s and organizations, additional research about the
causes and possible responses to poverty, strategic planning sessions, development of governance
structures and staff teams, and fundraising.

Supports: A grant for $20,000 to underwrite the costs of the development phase; coaching support from
Tamarack with respect to the design and development of the initiative and from Caledon with respect to
learning and evaluation.

Phase |11 — Action/L ear ning/Change

Purpose: To implement and continuously evolve the community action plan for poverty reduction.

Activities: Implementation of initial poverty reduction strategies, tracking of results anticipated, ongoing
reflection and learning, and periodic revision of the poverty reduction plan.

Supports: Matching funds of up to $100,000 per year for amaximum of three years; ongoing coaching
from Tamarack staff and up to $3,000 per community for accessing additional Tamarack, local or peer
coaches; assistance in developing the local capacity to track poverty reduction outcomes and lessons
learned through thelocal initiative.
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Building on thisinformation, national sponsors have prepared anumber of overview docu-
mentsthat support learning among participants and alow for sharing these lessons. The Caledon
Institute prepares periodic reflection paperslooking acrossal of the Trail Builder experiencesand
other dimensions of the Vibrant Communitiesinitiative. It alsoispreparing aseriesof longer storieson
selected poverty reduction practices employed by Trail Builders. Nine such storieshave been
completed to date.

In addition, Tamarack and Caledon have collaborated on the production of two major reports
examining the Trail Builder work to date. Under standing the Potential and Practice of Multi-
sectoral, Comprehensive Effortsto Reduce Poverty considersthe broad patterns evident in the
design and operation of Trail Builder initiatives. In Fromthe Field exploresthefirst set of poverty
reduction strategies undertaken by Trail Builders (see Appendix A for alist of publications).

Building an Enabling Environment

Thethird broad el ement of Vibrant Communities work pertainsto building an enabling
environment for comprehensive, multisectoral approachesto poverty reduction. Both local commu-
nitiesand national sponsorsaredirectly involved in effortsto change the wider institutional contextin
waysthat better support ‘joined up’ strategiesfor countering poverty. In particular, attention has been
focused on two areas: therole of government and public policy, and the rel ationship between
community initiativesand fundersof all kinds.

Vibrant Communities partners have created two unigque mechanismsto engage policy-makers
and funders. The Policy Dialogue and the Funders Network have focused on exploring the concepts
and mechanics of comprehensivelocal initiativesto reduce poverty and their implicationsfor policy-
makers and funders.

The Policy Dialogue was coordinated by the Caledon Institute. Representativesfrom 11
federal government departments, three provincial governments and the Federation of Canadian
Municipalities participated in an 18-month series of tele-learning sessions, culminating in aface-to-face
meeting with communitiesat the second Vibrant Communities national gathering. The Policy Dialogue
served to orient policy-makersto the key ideas associated with comprehensive community initiatives
aswell asthe opportunities and challengesrel ated to government/community collaboration.

Asafollow-up to the Policy Dialogue, Tamarack, Caledon, and Human Resources and Social
Development Canadahaveinitiated a Government L earning Circleto explore more deeply how all
three orders of government can work together in support of comprehensive, multisectoral approaches
to poverty reduction. The Government Learning Circleisbeing chaired by Susan Scotti, Assistant
Deputy Minister, Social Development Sectors Branch, Human Resources and Social Development
Canada, along-time champion of community involvement in social and economicissues.

Caledon Ingtitute of Social Policy 9



The Government Learning Circle focusesto date on government officialswho have had a
direct involvement with Vibrant Communities groups acrossthe country or areinterested in becoming
moredirectly involved. Approximately 80 government officials participated in each of thefirst three
tele-learning sessions held in the spring of 2006. The overall theme of the Government Learning Circle
isreflected in the topic addressed during these calls: how government can provide leadershipin
support of communities. Future sessions are expected to explore more closely the practical
contributionsthat governments can make to community-based strategiesfor poverty reduction.

The second mgjor initiative for building an enabling environment focuseson therole of funders.
The Funders Network is composed of dozens of public, philanthropic and corporate fundersactivein
Vibrant Communitiesat the local and national levels. The Network, chaired by Tim Brodhead,
President of the JW. McConnell Family Foundation, exploresthe rationale and procedures of
comprehensive and social justice grant-making. Itspurposeisto provide aforumwherefunderscan
consider the challenges associated with supporting comprehensive community initiativesand effective
practicesfor addressing them.

Thefirst tele-learning event sponsored by the Funders Network featured a series of
conversationswith Jay Connor, author of Community Visions, Community Solutions: Grantmaking
for Comprehensive Impact. The purpose of the callswasto learn about funding practicesthat could
help expand theimpact of poverty reduction effortsin communities across Canada. These sessions
examined three key themes: why comprehensive sol utions are needed, how communities can achieve
greater impact by devel oping comprehensive, collaborativeinitiatives, and the critical rolethat funders
can play in enabling thistype of community effort.

Building on thisfirst series, the Funders Network next sponsored atele-learning event focused
on the practice of Social Justice Grantmaking in Canada. Thistwo-part seriesconsidered how a
commitment to do grant-making work from asocial justice perspective can enable fundersto address
theroot causes of poverty and find long-term solutionsto pervasive community problems. It featured
discussionswith Betsy Martin, Community Foundations of Canadaand Carolyn Milne, Hamilton
Community Foundation.

Approximately 50 individuals havejoined each of the Funders Network callsto hear the guest
presenters and share their experiences. Future sessions are expected to explore more deeply the
purpose, typesand level s of funding required for comprehensive community change effortsand how
public and philanthropic funding systems might be better aligned to support such efforts.
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Early Conclusions: I1t's Working!

Not only hasthere been agreat deal of work undertaken through Vibrant Communitiesto date
but the early findings from thiswork are encouraging.

Most importantly, itisclear that comprehensive, multisectoral strategiesareviableindiverse
community settings and under the leadership of different local partnerships. Communitiesacrossthe
country areeffectively applying theinitiative's coreideasto achieve substantial resultsintheir various
Settings.

Second, communities areinterested in supporting and learning from each other. Notwith-
standing questions about how best to undertake Pan-Canadian learning to maximizeits benefit,
communities have consistently expressed an appreciation for the opportunitiesto learn from and with
oneanother. Oftenisolated intheir work, the PCL C is providing communitieswith regular accessto
othersgrappling with the same basic challenges, both Vibrant Communities partners and external
resource personswho have addressed similar issuesin other contexts.

Finally, the overall design of Vibrant Communitiesis providing apowerful new approach for
enabling learning and change on a Pan-Canadian basis. Part of what distinguishes Vibrant
Communitiesfrom other initiativesisthe set of key building blocksthat compriseitsstructure. This
architecture enablesthe project to engage simultaneously in place-based action to reduce poverty,
ongoing learning and substantive policy change. The unique structure givesit both local and national
presence—apractical and powerful combination.

These conclusions are substantiated in basic terms by theinitiative’s successto datein meeting
its specific objectives (see Exhibit 111). Such results, however, are only the beginning of the story.
Moreimportant still are the lessonsthat have been learned about the overall approach Vibrant
Communities has been pursuing: how comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives can contributeto poverty
reduction, the value of collaborativelearning on aPan-Canadian basis and the potential for
strengthening thiswork through enhanced support from enabling institutions such as government and
funders.

Asimportant as*‘what’ Vibrant Communities has doneto dateisthe‘ how’ of itswork: how do
you foster new ways of thinking and acting in order to improve outcomes on intractabl e problems such
aspoverty? Thefollowing discussion offers some observations about the way inwhich Vibrant
Communities hastackled thisunderlying challengeinits genera approach, through thework of local
initiativesand through itsoverall architecture.

Caledon Ingtitute of Social Policy 11



Exhibit 111 — Early Results from Vibrant Communities

Goal Results (June 2006)
Reduce poverty for 5,000 Approximately 16,200 |ow-income househol ds have experienced substantial
households benefits through initiatives to which local collaborations made a significant

contribution.

Benefits have been experienced in six pathways:

— Improved income support: 10,220

— More affordable goods and services: 8,118

— Better education and early childhood development opportunities:

525

— New and improved housing and increased assets. 347

—New jobs: 135

— Changed employer practices: 108(Note: Some households have
benefited from initiativesin more than one pathway).

Link 15 communitiesin
collaborativelearning

Between 13 and 16 communities have been active participantsin the Pan-
Canadian Learning Community.

A survey conducted by an outside evaluator determined that 92 percent of
respondents found Pan-Canadian learning made practical contributions to
their local work [C.A.C. International 2003].

Support up to five Trail
Builder initiatives

Six communities have elected to pursue the Trail Builder route and have
established multi-year poverty reduction initiativesin their local settings.

Additional communitiesfrom within the PCL C and beyond are poised to
establish such initiatives as well.

Engage 250 nonprofit
organizations and
government agencies, 100
low-incomeleadersand 100
businesses

Trail Buildershave engaged 637 partnersin their initiatives:
—  Government: 149

— Business: 120

—  Nonprofit Organizations: 189

—  Low-incomeLeaders: 82

— Citizens-at-Large: 97

These figures surpass the targets set in all areas except involvement of |ow-
income leaders.

Distill and document lessons
to share with others and
shape policies across all
sectors

Extensive efforts have been made to document and share lessons, and

influence policy changein key areas:

—  Development of the Policy Dialogue, Government Learning Circleand
Funders Network

— 80 speaking engagements

— 18 tools and research papers

— 15 community stories and 21 project vignettes

— 36 editions of the bi-weekly e-newsletter (Engage!) to more than 6,000
subscribers

— anextensiveinteractive website that receives on average more than 6,000
visits each month.
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Fostering Change

Atitscore, Vibrant Communitiesisaprocess of learning and change. A critical dimension of
itswork has been engaging diverse participantsin the search for new solutionsto the problem of
poverty.

Asonehighly regarded change theorist has put it, changeisaprocess of “unfreezing” [Schein]
—awillingness on the part of those involved to suspend their commitment to the way thingsare and
open themselvesto new possibilities. Inhisview, threecritical factorsareinvolved in fostering change.
First, change emergesfrom asense of dissatisfaction or frustration caused by information that
disconfirms our hopes or expectations. Second, thereisthe need for that information to be embraced
asan opportunity, rather than rejected asathreat. Finally, thereisaneed for an environment whereit
issafefor peopleto question their current ways of thinking and acting and consider new ones.

In many respects, this process aptly describeswhat Vibrant Communities’ national and local
partners have done. On the one hand, theinitiative has highlighted that the effort to counter poverty in
Canadahas stalled and argued that the persistence of poverty inacountry of suchwealthis
unacceptable. Onthe other, it hasrefocused attention on acompelling goal that addressesthe
aspiration of many Canadians (not just alleviating the hardships of living in poverty but reducing the
incidence of poverty itself) and offered hopefor away forward (comprehensive, multisectoral
strategiesfor poverty reduction).

Finally, both on the Pan-Canadian level and inlocal communities, theinitiative has created a
safe space for peopleto explore new possibilities. Many of the principlesand beliefsguiding Vibrant
Communities specifically focus on creating acontext that encouragesthe search for new ways of doing
things: “We understand that everyoneis part of the solution and part of the problem.” “Weensurea
supportive, nonjudgmental environment where members can sharetheir knowledge, experienceand
stories.” “Wedo not have answers, only acommitment to learn, change and grow.” Infact, one of the
primary skillsof convenors, both nationally and locally, isto engage diverse partners and enable
dialogue acrossthe various perspectivesthey bring to the table.

Reframing the I ssue

Engaging peoplein aprocess of change also means‘reframing’ theidentified issuein away that
hel psexplain an existing impasse and offers a plausible way forward [ Schein]. Framing isametaphor
that refersto the way apictureisorganized to highlight some elements (the foreground) rather than
others (the background). Theway anissueisframed can conceal or reveal possible waysfor
addressingit. Reframing an issue putsthe situation in new light that can open up an entirely new realm
of creativeresponses[New Internationalist (a)].
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In thisrespect, Vibrant Communities has been not so much about advancing a specific set of
solutions as about recasting the problem in away that helpsto generate anew set of responses.
From the outset, Vibrant Communities has been premised on theideathat poverty isacomplex issue
that cannot be effectively addressed by any one organization or sector acting onitsown. Rather,
multipleinterrelated root causes, such astraining and education, housing and employment, need to be
addressed in astrategic and coordinated way. Asaresult, multisector collaborationsthat bring
together individualsand organizations from various spheres of activity are needed to develop and guide
community plansfor poverty reduction. Such effortsbuild on existing assets and foster ongoing
learning and changeto further devel op the community’s capacity to reduce poverty.

Whilethisbasic perspective remainsintact, it has been refined inimportant ways asthe
initiative unfolded. In particular, our understanding of complex issuesand what is needed to address
them has deepened. Thisenhanced appreciation hasimplicationsfor how we understand the work
under way in partner communities and for the issuesto be addressed as Vibrant Communities
continuesto evolve.

The Nature of Complex Problems

Most of all, what we have come to appreciate isthat complex problems are not just more
complicated than other problems. They aredifferentinkind.

Simple problems and complicated ones are distinguished from each other primarily by the
number of factorsthey involve. Simple problems, such aschanging aflat tire, involverelatively few
elements and can betackled consistently by following astandard set of instructions. Complicated
problems, on the other hand, such as building acar, involve numerous elements, require extensive
expertise and necessitate a high degree of coordination. However, at their core, complicated problems
can betackled much in the way that simple problems can, by breaking the challengedownintoits
component parts and solving each one independently [ Glouberman 2003: 3; New Internationalist (b)].

Complex problems, however, are distinguished not by the number of elementsthey involve but
by the dynamic relationship among those elements. In such problems, awide range of intersecting
factors—shaped in part by their internal dynamicsand in part by one another —interact to generate a
constantly shifting set of issuesand challenges[New Internationalist (b)]. Anexamplewould be
environmental problems. Inthiscase, to continue with automobiles, therise of the car isone of many
elements—industrial formsof production, consumerism and popul ation growth among many others—
that interact to generate environmental concernsin their diverse and changing forms. What resultsisa
problem that isdriven ultimately not by any one cause but by the ongoing relationships among avariety
of forces.
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In thisrespect, complex problemsare fundamentally social in nature. They are about the
relationships among adiverse set of stakeholderswho areinextricably involved in one another’s
affairs.

Accordingly, the solution to complex problemsisalso fundamentally social. Problemssuch as
poverty can be addressed effectively only when partnersfrom different sectors, spheresand level s of
activity work together on an ongoing basisto adjust and re-adjust how they impact one another
through the decisionsand actionsthey take. Specifically, thismeans participatingina“constant cycle
of thinking, acting and learning together” where partners cometo “understand each other’s
perspectives; do what they can to make things better and then eval uate how successful they have been
before starting the processall over again” [New Internationalist (a)].

In essence, the goal isto devel op enhanced capacity for the collaborative governance of the
numerous factors shaping the identified problem —in thiscase, poverty. Itisthisalternativeway of
concelving and addressing the problem that isthe key to achieving improved results.

Beyond Fractured, Piecemeal Responses

Thisunderstanding of complex issues and the collaborative governancethat is needed to
addressthem represents asubstantial shift from therelatively piecemeal, fragmented approach that has
tended to be employed in the past.

Previous effortsto address poverty and other complex issues have too often targeted specific
aspects of the problem rather than the interplay among their multipleroot causes. To some extent, this
approach hasbeen justified in that it has enabled alevel of technical expertiseto devel op with respect
to specific aspects of the overall problem, such ashousing, training and education, and employment.
However, the downside of that more specialized approach, and the* siloed’ public policy and funding
streams associated with it, isthat the linkages across these spheres of activity are not well addressed.
In part, thismeans peoplefalling through cracksin the wider system, or encountering gapsor barriers
that prevent them from advancing consistently along apathway out of poverty. 1t also meansthat
oppor-tunitiesthat could be realized through cross-sectoral collaboration tend to belost. Most funda-
mentally, it meansafailureto develop the norms, skills, structures and processesfor collaborative
governancethat would prevent these various problemsfrom arising in thefirst place.

AsJay Connor commented in Community Visions, Community Solutions: “ Funders and
communities are weighed down by past ways of working — such as fragmented problems, fragmented
resources, uncoordinated public policies, and turf protection —that are no longer very helpful”
[Connor and Kadel-Taras 2003: 17]. What is needed instead isto “work at asystemslevel, crossing
artificial boundaries of sectorsand programs so community problems can be addressed in acompre-
hensiveway” [Connor and Kadel-Taras 2003: 20].
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It isthisbroad shift fromamodel of piecemeal, fragmented strategiesto one of collaborative
governancethat Vibrant Communities has been pursuing.

Part Two: Trail Builders — Bringing Ideas to Life

Particularly exciting inthework of Vibrant Communitiesto date has been the effort of Trail
Buildersto bring theseideasto lifeintheir variouslocal settings. Theseinitiativesare shedding light on
what isrequired to effectively engage partnersin the search for new ways of working together to
counter poverty. Inaddition, they are charting the different formsthat comprehensive, multi-sectoral
approaches can takein communities and demonstrating in tangible terms the contributions such efforts
can make.

Thecurrent set of Trail Buildersarethe Quality of Life CHALLENGE in BC's Capital Region,
Vibrant Communities Edmonton, Vibrant Communities Calgary, Opportunities Niagara(Niagara
Region, Ontario), Vivre Saint-Michel en santé (Montréal) and Vibrant Communities Saint John.

Engaging Partners

L ooking acrossthe experience of thesix Trail Builders, itispossibletoidentify aset of key
factorsthat help bring diverselocal partnerstogether in the search for new responsesto the challenge
of poverty: awareness, hope, asound plan, opportunitiesto contribute (locally and beyond), oppor-
tunitiesto learn, and acommitment to tracking progress. Underlying all of thesefactorsand bringing
themtolifeisthe processof relationship building that iscritical to all initiatives.

Asdiscussed earlier, awareness of anissueisoftenthetrigger that initiates a process of
learning. For some participantsinlocal initiatives, this awareness has meant anew recognition of the
extent of poverty intheir community. Inmany communities, poverty isaninvisibleor understated
problem. Information documenting thelevel of poverty, ofteninthe midst of plenty, can providethe
impetusfor local residentsto becomeinvolved in the search for new solutions. Thiswasthe case, for
instance, in BC's Capital Region where studies conducted by the Community Council and itspartners
highlighted the extent of poverty and other issuesrelated to quality of lifeintheregion. Thesestudies
provided afoundation of information that supported the development of the Quality of Life
CHALLENGE.

Awareness, however, may also involve anew appreciation of the experience of poverty. Some
Trail Builders have made particular effortsto put ahuman face on poverty, both to personalizeit and to
dispel myths about who experiences poverty and why. Thiscloser understanding of thereality of
poverty in human termsal so has been important for bringing peopleto action. Aswill be discussed,
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the Quality of Life CHALLENGE also made effective use of thistype of research. The Community
Council’s publication, Making Room: The Human Face of Housing Affordability in BC's Capital
Region, not only documented the scal e of the affordabl e housing problem in the region but also
brought theissueto life through the numerous profilesit offered of individual s affected by this problem.

Finally, raising awareness may a so involve presenting the challenge of poverty or some parti-
cular aspect of it in alight that opensthe door to new possible solutions. Asdiscussed earlier, the
overall approach being explored by Vibrant Communities shiftsawarenessinthisway andisinitself a
basisfor engaging participants. The sameholdstruefor more specificissuesthat Trail Buildersare
pursuing —e.g., the question of what constitutesa’‘livingwage.” A further illustration isthe report
prepared by Vibrant Communities Saint John (V CSJ) in conjunction with local partnersthe Human
Development Council and the University of New Brunswick. Among other things, Poverty and
Plenty: A Satistical Snapshot of the Quality of Life in Greater Saint John, reveal ed the extent to
which poverty in Saint Johnisconcentrated in aseriesof high-poverty neighbourhoods. Thisfinding
enabled VCSJto re-think itsstrategy for poverty reduction, now anchoring it in multifaceted strategies
for neighbourhood revitalization.

Even more compelling for many peopl e than awareness of aproblem isthe hope that something
significant can bedoneinresponsetoit. For some, thewill to fight poverty may have waned out of a
sensethat it was an insurmountabl e problem —* nothing can be done’ — or that the most that could be
achieved isto lessen the hardships facing those who experience poverty. Aswith Vibrant Communities
asawhole, arenewed focus on reducing poverty isthetype of clear and compelling goal that has
been ableto galvanizeinterest inlocal communities. It speaksto the desire of peopleto makea
difference, especially onethat addressestheir deeper aspirations.

But hope, of course, isempty without acredible plan. At least one Trail Builder, discovered
that it was particularly difficult to engage partners, particularly those who were not already attuned to
theissue of poverty, in the absence of arelatively developed action plan. In part, thisreflected the
challenge of articulating therelatively abstract concepts behind the Vibrant Communities approach.
For Vibrant Communities Edmonton, the solution involved acore group of participantsoutlining the
basic elements of aplanin order to substantiate the nature of the proposed initiative. The plan helped
to makethe broad ideas moretangible and to instill confidence that hopewasjustified. Onthisbasis,
new partners could more easily seethe potential of the venture and were more willing to participate
both in carrying out the plan and elaborating it morefully.

Specifying aplan at somelevel of detail also makesit possiblefor prospective partnersto
recognize more readily the particular waysthey might contribute to thework. It oftenistruethat
people are quite willing to contribute but need help to identify what they can do. Furthermore, asin
Edmonton, somelocal partners are attracted to opportunitiesto participate in conceptualizing and
planning theinitiative, while others are more action-oriented and |ook for specific projectsinwhich
they can play particular roles. At somepoint intheir development, all Trail Buildersengage new
partners around the specific poverty reduction strategiesthey undertake. For some, continuously
identifying concrete actionsthat community members might take to help reduce poverty ispart of their
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corestrategy. For example, initscommunication material, the Quality of Life CHALLENGE
consistently describesthe nature of theissue at hand, including both numbers and storiesto convey its
scale and its meaning in human terms, and i dentifies concrete measuresthat individual sor organizations
can taketo address the problem.

For somelocal participants, astrong motivating factor isthe Pan-Canadian nature of the
initiative. In part, the existence of thewider national effort adds credibility to theissue being
addressed and the approaches being explored. At the sametime, some participants are attracted by
the opportunity to usetheir local effortsto help solve anational problem. The Pan-Canadian design of
Vibrant Communities enhancesthe prospect that effectivelocal strategieswill be applied in other
communities acrossthe country. It also strengthensthe prospect of affecting public policy or tackling
other systemic issuesrelevant to poverty reduction. The opportunity to join with othersacross
Canadato addressfactorsthat underlie poverty inal communitiesisanimportant ‘ value added’ that
encourages participation fromvariousloca partners. Someindividualshaveexplicitly identified this
dimension of theinitiative asthe key factor attracting their invol vement.

Likewise, thefocusonlearning bothinlocal initiatives and through the Pan-Canadian L earning
Community can help to engage participants. In part, the emphasison learning makesthe challenge of
poverty reduction lessintimidating. Thereisno need to enter with answersto what oftenisseen asan
overwhelming problem. Thelearning focusalso providesthe psychological safety required for
exploring new possibilities, including possible changesin one’'sownideasand actions. Finally, the
opportunity for learning isitself asource of hope. It raisesthe prospect that there are new ways of
doing thingsthat either can be devised locally or gleaned from the efforts of others acrossthe country,
or elsewhereintheworld.

Finally, Trail Buildershave consistently identified the desire of participants (aswell asfunders
of all kinds) to beworking toward clear targets and be committed to tracking and reporting on their
progressin achieving them. The underlying reason for peopleto becomeinvolvedisto makea
difference on anissuethat they believeisimportant. Tracking progressallowsthem to know whether
their effortsare paying off and, if not, to make the adjustments needed to achievetheir goals. Vibrant
Communities commitment to specific targets and extensive tracking and documentation builds
confidencethat theinitiativeis serious about achieving significant outcomes.

Cutting across all of these factorsthat contribute to the engagement of local partnersisa
somewhat more intangible element that isvital to thework of all Trail Builders. Thisistherelationship
building that animates peopl €’ sinterest in theinitiative and sustainstheir involvement. AsoneTrail
Builder identified, ideas and information no matter how meaningful inthemselvesarerarely enough to
move peoplefrom awarenessto action. A mgjor rolefor local convenorsand other leadersin these
initiativesisto provide the human touch that connects peopl e to theissue, to other partnersand to
actionsthat they can taketogether.
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Common Principles; Local Variations

Although Trail Builder initiatives are exploring avariety of common principlesand approaches,
each shapesthese elementsin waysthat aretailored to itslocal context, including the perspectivesand
prioritiesof its partnersand the wider community. Such customizing isvital to engaging the support of
local participants. Theway each Trail Builder framesitswork must resonate with peoplein their
respectivelocal settings. Intheend, whilethey bear afamily resemblance to one another, each Tralil
Builder hasitsown distinct personality. Collectively, they reveal thevariety of formsthese
comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives may take.

Whileall Trail Buildersoperatein urban environments, their local contextsvary in many
respects. While many differencesare simply given by thelocal environment othersreflect the choices
that local participants make about the parameters of their initiatives - e.g., the scale of the settingsin
which they operate (see Exhibit 1V).

Not surprisingly, theinitiatives designed by Trail Buildersreflect the many variationsintheir
local situations:

e Variousinitiativesoperate at different geographic scales (Saint-Michel initsimmediate
nei ghbourhood; Saint John on a series of high poverty neighbourhoods throughout the city,
Calgary and Edmonton on acity-wide basis; Niagaraand BC’s Capital Region onamore
regional basis)

e Some have established tighter timeframesfor their work than others (Edmonton’srelatively
tight focus on itsthree-year plan versusthe 10-year poverty reduction targets set by Saint
John or the 20- to 30-year perspective informing thework of the CHALLENGE inBC's
Capital Region)

e Some have chosen to concentrate on the circumstances of aparticular low-income group
(Saint John’semphasis on single parents, Edmonton’sfocus on peopleworking and earning
low incomes), with others addressing the needs of low-incomeresidentsin more genera
terms

¢ each having selected specific areas of intervention depending on the challengesand
opportunitieswith which they are presented (many tackling workforce devel opment and
housing issues—albeit in different ways; otherstargeting employer practices, affordable
goods and services, income security policies, or education and early childhood
development).
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Exhibit 1V — Variables Shaping Local Initiatives

Scale of community (neighbourhood, city-wide or regional)

State of thelocal economy (booming or struggling)

Public policy environment (friendly or adverse)

Local experiencewith collaborations (extensive or limited)

Public perceptions of poverty and poverty reduction

Level of engagement of various sectorswith theissue of poverty efforts
Different groups of low-incomeresidents seeking to exit poverty
Specific array of community assets on which to build

Perspectivesand prioritiesof local partners
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Exhibit V — Trail Builder Theories of Change (Abbreviated Versions)

» BC’sCapital Region—Buildingan Inclusive, Collabor ative L eader ship Culture

Since 1999, the Quality of Life CHALLENGE has charted a bold new
way for people throughout BC's Capital Region to improve the quality of
lifefor all, particularly those disadvantaged by poverty. By carefully
nurturing anetwork of relationships, the CHALLENGE ishelping to build
aclimate in which the community has the continued capacity to self-
organize around issues that threaten its quality of life. Currently focused
on three areas of activity — Sustainable Incomes, Affordable Housing and
Community Connections —the CHALLENGE raises community aware-
ness and invites residents to take action on these issues of concern. Inthe
process it promotes principles and practices that build a culture of
engagement, collaboration and inclusion.

» Calgary —Attackingthe Systemic Rootsof Poverty

By educating Calgarians about the complex realities of poverty and
influencing the devel opment of responsive public policies, Vibrant
Communities Calgary istrying to create a profound shift inthinking. It
seeks to move from a climate that sees poverty as a personal problem to
onein which systemic change makesit possible for individuals and
householdsto improvetheir circumstances. With major initiativeson
income support programsfor personswith disabilities, discount transit
passes for low-income residents and aliving wage policy, Vibrant
Communities Calgary already has surpassed its target of assisting 1,000
householdsin their effortsto exit poverty.

» Edmonton —Building Family Economic Success

Thegoal of Vibrant Communities Edmonton isto help 1,000 households
build family economic success. Focusing its efforts on residents who
work but earn low incomes, Vibrant Communities Edmonton seeks to
build on local assets and help people move from a position of need to
one of self-sufficiency (from “surviving to thriving”). It has developed a
well-defined strategy and action plan that focuses on three areas of
activity: Workforce Development, Family Economic Support and
Community | nvestment.

Caledon Ingtitute of Social Policy 21



» Niagara—UntyingtheKnots, Connecting the Dots

Opportunities Niagara sgoal isto help 2,000 households move out of poverty
and improvetheir quality of lifeby 2007. In thiswide-ranging region with
numerous public, private and community organizations, the key task for
Opportunities Niagaraisto build the partnershipsthat result in new policies,
programs and services for countering poverty. ltsfocusis untying the knots
and connecting the dots so that the potential of community action isrealized.
Opportunities Niagara offers an array of services to the community: social
marketing, brokering and coordination, technical assistance and coaching, and
accessing resources. Key areas of activity include: adequate employment,
affordable housing and accessibl e transportation.

» Saint John —Dismantlingthe Poverty Traps

Thelong-term goal of Vibrant Communities Saint John isto bring the city’s
poverty rate in line with the national average over aten-year period. Its
interim objectiveisto assist 800 householdsin their journeysout of poverty
by 2008. The Saint John area has the highest incidence of lone-parent
poverty in Canadaand many of itslow-income residentslivein high poverty
neighbourhoods. By rooting its strategy in the challenges of low-income
neighbourhoods, Vibrant Communities Saint John will tackle theinterlocking
issues that keep lone-parent families and other low-income residentsin
poverty. Its poverty reduction strategy currently includes four key
components: Advocacy and Mentoring, Investing in Children and Youth,
Education to Employment, and Safe and Affordable Housing.

» Saint-Michel —Animating Neighbour hood Renewal

In 1991, Vivre Saint-Michel en santé was formed to support local residents
intheir effortsto build ahealthy community. While gains have been madein
anumber of areas, including enhancing access to services, Saint-Michel has
remained one of the poorest neighbourhoodsin Montreal. 1n 2003, Vivre
Saint-Michel en santé established Le Chantier de revitalization urbane
et sociale (atask force for urban and social revitalization) specifically to
focus on the problem of poverty and social exclusion. Key toitsstrategy is
expanding the range of partners from within the neighbourhood, such as
newcomers and business, and strengthening links with important structures
outside the neighbourhood itself. Anambitious action plan focused on
employment, housing and servicesisrenewing optimismin Saint-Michel and
building momentum for change.
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Adding Value: The Work in Action

A challengeintheearly stagesof Vibrant Communitiesboth nationally and locally wasto

indicatein tangible waysthe value added offered by acomprehensive, multisectoral approachto
poverty reduction. Such similaritiesand differencesarereflected in the ‘ theories of change’
developed by each Trail Builder (see Exhibit V for abbreviated versions of the Trail Builder
theories of change).

Thevita implication for thisapproach to poverty reductionisthe need for local initiatives

to havetheleeway to shapetheir effortsin ways appropriateto local circumstancesand
perceptions. Aswill be discussed, this has been aprinciple guiding the operation of Vibrant
Communitiesnationally. It dsoisacrucial consideration for policy-makersand funderswho wish
to support such efforts.

With Trail Builder initiativeswell into their implementation phases, it isnow possibleto

point to at least six areasin which theseinitiatives are making distinctive contributions:

perceptions of poverty

raising the profile of poverty

shifting thefocusfrom alleviation to reduction

enhancing understanding of the problem and possible solutions
building confidence that effective measures can be taken

partnerships

creating thelocal machinery (convenor organizations and multisectoral governance
bodies) for supporting broad-based poverty reductioninitiatives

engaging individual s, organi zations and sectorsthat have not previously taken an active
or extensive part

helping individual sand organi zationsidentify rolesthey can play

improving the capacity of diverse participantsto work together

use of resources

coordinating resources by devel oping ashared vision and plan of action
mobilizing additional resources (financial and technical)

learning

rel easing creative energy as participants explore new ways of thinking and acting
expanding therange of ideas and strategies available to communities

poverty reduction strategies

improving effectiveness of various strategies, programs and services by enhancing their
connectionswith one another
improving the quality of economic opportunitiesavailableto peopleliving in poverty
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vi. publicpolicy
e building aconstituency that supportsimproved public policies
e improving collaboration between government and communities
e enabling community involvement in the design and application of public policy.

Thesedistinctive contributions arereflected in agrowing variety of specific poverty reduction
strategies. Eachillustratesinits ownway how comprehensive, multisectoral approachescan play a
key rolein advancing poverty reduction efforts. Several examples can indicate how these
comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives are enabling tangibleresultsto be achieved.

Niagara’s Job Bus: Untying Knots to Realize Potential

The Job Businitiativein Niagara Region indicates the value of the brokering rolethat
collaborations can play in order to ‘ untiethe knots’ contributing to poverty. Inthiscase, Opportunities
Niagaraworked with business, nonprofit and government partnersto overcome atransportation
problem that was driving hotel operatorsto hire* offshoreworkers' rather than local residents.

A sprawling region made up of multiple municipal governments, NiagaraRegion hasahighly
fragmented public transit system. Thelack of coordination between the parts of the municipal system
makesit unreasonably expensive and time consuming for residents from some parts of theregionto
travel towork in other areas. Opportunities Niagara successfully proposed aset of arrangementsin
which amajor hotel operator would partner with an employment service agency and amunicipal transit
authority toruna‘job bus' that would make transportation to NiagaraFallsviablefor participantsina
job readiness program. The pilot project resulted in 24 residents securing good paying jobs, the hotel
securing areliable source of local employees and Niagara Region saving hundreds of thousands of
dollarsin socia assistance payments. Theinitiative has now expanded to involve three additional
partners and four more busroutes. Stagetwo isexpected to benefit 100 prospective workers.
Moreover, the success of theinitiativeisgiving aboost to Opportunities Niagara s broader goal to
achieve policy changesthat improveregional transitin Niagara.

Regional Housing Trust Fund: Building Support for Systemic Change

In BC’'sCapital Region, the Quality of Life CHALLENGE hasdemonstrated an ability to use
itsbroad network of community partnersand its core capacity for research and communication to help
bring about government support for amajor affordable housing initiative, the creation of a Regional
Housing Trust Fund.

The CHALLENGE and its convening organization, the Community Council, were both active
members of amultisectoral housing group, the Housing Affordability Partnership (HAP). HAPhad
been working for yearsto achieve government support for avariety of affordable housing initiatives,
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including thetrust fund. At apoint when municipa governmentswere dueto decide on whether they
would makefinancial contributionsto the fund, the CHALLENGE hel ped raise the public profile of the
issue and create the support needed to encourage six of 13 municipalitiesto support thefund. It did
thisin part by using Housing Affordability Week, an annual event established to rai se awareness about
housing issues, to focus attention on the need for thefund. Moreover, it timed the release of amajor
report prepared by the Community Council, Making Room: The Human Face of Housing
Affordability in BC’'s Capital Region, to coincide with Housing Affordability Week and the trust fund
campaign. Thereport received widespread attention and was received as both acredibleand a
moving representation of the seriousness of housing issuesintheregion.

The partnershipsthat HAP members had nurtured over the years, including with the
CHALLENGE, and the ability of the CHALLENGE to link itsresearch and awareness-raising effort
strategically to the policy changeinitiative, allowed for asignificant systemic changeto berealizedin
relationto affordable housing intheregion. Initially, municipalities committed $638,256 annually to the
fund. That amount isgrowing asadditional municipalitiesagreeto participate. Itisexpected that the
fund will be ableto leverage asmuch as 15 timesits own resourcesin contributionsfrom other levels
of government and the private sector. Initsfirst year, 32 affordable housing units have been built and
many more are expected to fol low.

Government Support for Housing in Saint John: The Power of Speaking as a Community

Aninitiativein Saint John further illustratesthe power of multisectoral collaboration. Saint John
isone of theoldest citiesin Canada. It aso hasan aging housing stock. Much of thehousing in
several high poverty neighbourhoodsin thecity isin need of repair or replacement. Unfor-tunately,
there has been aparticularly low rate of new affordable housing development in thecity for years.

In preparation for aconsultation with (then) federal Minister of Housing, Joe Fontana,
community partnerswith an interest in poverty and housing met and agreed ontwo things. First, they
decided that they would make a presentation to the Minister as one community group. Second, they
determined that they would makejust one‘ask’ of the Minister: that Canada M ortgage and Housing
Corporation (CMHC) dedicate one full-time employeeto the task of hel ping the community build
momentum for major new aff ordable housing devel opment in Saint John. Based on thisintervention,
an official was subsequently appointed and already has made major contributionsto housing
development inthecity. Fundsfor building 100 new affordable units have been approved and similar
amounts are anticipated in subsequent years. Inaddition, CMHC has played an activerolein
supporting major new effortsto revitalize high-poverty neighbourhoodsinthecity. Finally, thereis
renewed energy in the efforts of thefederal and provincial governmentsto work together and with
othersto addressthe housing challengesin Saint John.
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Edmonton’s Make Tax Time Pay Campaign: Partnering for Results

TheMake Tax Time Pay campaign undertaken by Vibrant Communities Edmonton (V CE)
illustrates how the presence of amultisectoral collaboration can result in awiderange of partners
coming together to make avaluableinitiative happen.

The campaign grew out of an issueraised by aprovincia government official withthe
Department of Human Resources and Employment who sitsonV CE’s Leadership Council. This
official noted the low uptake of the Alberta Child Health Benefit and suggested that V CE might be able
to help the department to addressthat issue. V CE subsequently researched theissue, developed a
campaign strategy and engaged its network of partnersin government, the nonprofit sector, business
and low-income groupsto play specificrolesin carryingit out. The eventual campaign expanded the
original ideato enhance the uptake of seven benefits, subsidiesor tax credits provided by either the
provincial or federal governments. Initsfirst year it resulted in more than 200 applications being
submitted to accessthe various programs. It alsoled to ongoing discussions about the possibility of
including acheck box onincome tax formsthat would expedite accessto these programsin the future.

Fair Faresin Calgary: Building Networks and Know-How for Policy Change

ThroughitsFair Faresinitiative, Vibrant Communities Calgary (V CC) has demonstrated how
the extended community networks and growing capacity of amultisectoral partnership can bring about
change. It also hasshown how suchinitiatives can build oneinitiative on another to reinforce the
outcomes being sought.

For years, members of the disability community in Calgary had been advocating for reduced
faretransit passesthrough the Calgary Committee for Discounted Transit Passes. Linksbetweenthis
group and VCC were established during an earlier V CC effort to enable nonprofit groups and the
provincial government to work together on reforming the Assured Incomefor the Severely
Handicapped (AISH) program, aprovincial income security program for personswith disabilities.
Drawingin part on lessonslearned through the Al SH initiative and the credibility that thiseffort had
helped to build, VCC joined forceswith the transit pass group to seek municipal government support
for ‘fair fares.” Inadditionto proposing anew name, ‘ Fair Fares Calgary’ that immediately
communicated the core of the group’s message, VCC drew upon its network of partnersto help give
theissue broader support and anew profile. It helped organize asuccessful letter- and postcard-
writing campaign that included expressions of support from anumber of high-profile participantsin
Vibrant Communities Calgary. VCC hasalso participated directly in making the case to the City for
reduced ratetransit passesfor al Calgariansliving onlow incomes. Theresult originally wasa
commitment by the City to establish such apassfor personswith disabilities and subsequently a
decision to extend the reduced rate passto all low-income residents, approximately 35,000
Cagarians.
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A New Commercial Centrein Saint-Michel: Joint Action to Address Multiple Goals

Finally, in Saint-Michel, an exciting initiativeis now under way to strengthen the relationship
between the City of Montréal and the neighbourhood renewal efforts of Vivre Saint-Michel en santé.
It represents an important development in the local effort to substantially expand the range of relation-
ships supporting Vivre Saint-Michel’s grassroots nei ghbourhood work, including partnershipswith
business and other important institutions based outsi de the neighbourhood — notably, the City.

Theinitiative emerged when leaders of the Saint-Michel collaboration |earned that amajor new
shopping centre wasto be devel oped on akey piece of land in the neighbourhood, albeit without input
or involvement from local residents. Anintervention was subsequently made with the Mayor to ensure
that the growing multisectoral partnership that Vivre Saint-Michel was building would have a seat at
thetable along with the City and private devel opersto make sure that the commercial development
was undertaken in waysthat helped counter poverty and social exclusionin the neighbourhood. The
project isnow being conceived not simply as a private devel opment but asacollaborative effort that
specifically targets economic and social benefitsfor local residents.

Key to bringing about this changein orientation wasthe substantial work already underway in
Saint-Michel to devel op such partnershipsin support of an ambitious plan for neighbourhood
revitalization. These effortsand the support of other partnersin theinitiative, such as Centraide du
Grand Montréal, provided Vivre Saint-Michel with the credibility needed to secure standing with the
City and othersinvolved in the project.

Just afew of the 21 stories documented to date, these examplesillustrate in tangible terms how
the comprehensive, multisectoral approachis providing the awareness-raising, relationship-building,
problem-solving and clout needed to address poverty issuesin Trail Builder communities.

Overall Architecture

Whilework at the community level isat the core of Vibrant Communities, the overall archi-
tecture of theinitiativeisvital aswell. 1naddition to connecting peopl e across sectors and spheres of
activity localy, Vibrant Communitiesfosterslinkages among communities across the country and
between local communitiesand institutions operating at other levels. Re-working thecircuitry inall
these respectsis part of the effort to enhance the capacity for collaborative governance of issues
related to poverty.

Although local communities can play animportant rolein countering poverty, they possessonly
some of theresourcesand leversrequired. Connectionswith other communitiesengaged in similar
work multiply each community’s capacity to understand the challengesinvolved and generate effective
responses. Likewise, strong two-way rel ationships between communities and enabling institutions,
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such asgovernmentsand funders, arecritical if the‘whole system’ isto achieve anew capacity for
dealing with the diverse and interrel ated causes of poverty.

Vibrant Communities contributesto building theselinksin threeways: it exploreshow diverse
communitiesfrom across the country can support one another in aprocess of learning and change, it
seeks new waysto link communities and enabling institutions, and it model saway to conduct
initiativesinvolving nationa and local partners.

Thethreenational sponsorseach play significant rolesinthisregard. The McConnell
Foundation brings not only crucial funding support to theinitiative but also extensive experience
disseminating innovativeideason anational basisand important linksto other funders. Asanational
community-building intermediary, Tamarack contributes adepth of knowledge about community-based
practices and waysto support community learning both on alocal and a Pan-Canadian basis. Finally,
the Caledon I nstitute brings extensive experience bridging the gap between governments and commu-
nities so that community-based strategies and insights can inform and shape public policy.

Pan-Canadian Learning

In many respects the Pan-Canadian L earning Community (PCLC) isthe glue that binds Vibrant
Communities partnerstogether. 1t embodiesthe shared interest inlearning about new and effective
waysfor countering poverty.

The PCLC isvital tothework of Vibrant Communities because it encourages aculture of
learning among all involved and becauseit provides a practical mechanism for enhancing the capacity
for learning. Inother words, the PCLC isnot just ameansto hel p communities and sponsors devel op
aninitia capacity for undertaking comprehensive, multisectoral strategiesfor poverty reduction; itisa
tool for enabling the kind of learning that is needed for responding effectively to the changing
conditions of poverty on an ongoing basis.

The PCLC isessentially astorehouse of experience, ideas and expertise through which parti-
cipants can continually refresh their own thinking, stay abreast of emerging challengesand strategies,
and join with peersto grapplewith theissuesthey face. It facilitatesthe ongoing learning that allows
communitiesto respond quickly and effectively to new issues aswell asto deepen their knowledge of
the core processesinvolved in comprehensive, multisectoral initiativesfor poverty reduction.

In amid-term evaluation, PCL C members specifically identified that thelearning community
helpsto overcometheisolation that community groups often experience. It also hasgiven them access
to high-quality information and insights from one another, from national sponsorsand from other
resource people. Pan-Canadian learning was seen as having been helpful in such areas as: identifying
local issuesand priorities, building comprehensive poverty reduction strategies, engaging partnersfrom
diverse sectorsand tackling practical concernssuch asfundraising.
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Thevitdity of Pan-Canadian learning can be seen clearly in aTamarack reflection on the value of
networks (see Exhibit V1).

Severa themes have emerged from eval uations conducted with PCL C participants. Firgt, thereisa
challengeto ensurethat specificlearning sessonsare of practica relevanceto thecommunitiesinvolved. On
thewhole, communitiesprefer cusomized and‘justintime’ learning that addressesthe specificissuesthey
arefacing. Sincediversecommunitiesare concerned with different issuesor with the sameissuesat
different times, it can bedifficult to organizelearning eventsthat arerelevant toal involved. Coaching
support isavaluable and valued complement to other aspects of the PCL C sinceit allowsfor learning to be
taillored totheneedsof individua communities.

In somerespects, thischallengemay becyclica innature. Theinterestsof Trail Builderstendto
converge morearound processissues and diverge somewhat around the more substantive poverty reduction
strategiesthey are pursuing. Asaresult, during their initial development phase, Trail Buildersfaced avariety
of common concernsrelated to engaging partners, facilitating collaboration and designing governance
structures. Asthey moved intoimplementation, however, thefocusof energy shifted to their respective
poverty reduction strategies pertaining to employment, training and education, housing, transportation,
human resource practices and income supportsamong others. 1t ispossiblethat when processissues
re-emerge, such ashow to maketheseinitiatives sustainable beyond their initial mandates, thenamore
widely shared learning agendawill be easier to construct.

A second challenge pertainsto the genera preferencefor face-to-facelearning over electronic
learning. While participantscons stently find face-to-facelearning opportunitiesmore dynamic and
productive, thereare practica limitsto arranging such sessions (and financing them). A variety of
adjustmentshave been madein the design of tele-learning call sto maximizetheir effectiveness, including
reducing the amount of genera reporting and updating they involve, ensuring that there are opportunitiesfor
peer learninginvirtudly al callsand alowing smaller groupsof communitiesto cometogether around topics
of particular interest to them. However, additiona waysto providefor face-to-facelearning, for instance,
through regiond in addition to national eventsisbeing considered.

A third concern has been the balance between learning that is conceptual in natureand learning that
pertainsmore specifically to the practice of comprehensive, multisectord initiatives. Intheearly stagesof
Vibrant Communities, much of thelearning wasgeared to exploring the major conceptsaround whichthe
initiativewasorganized. However, ascommunitiesbecameincreasingly engagedin practica effortsto apply
these concepts, theemphasisgradually shifted. Morerecently, thelearning hasreflected acombination of
conceptsand practical approachesfor putting themto useinredl lifesettings.

Related to thislatter concern, there a so hasbeen aconsistent desirefor peer learning as opposed
tolearning centred on outside experts. Especidly astheTrail Builder initiativeshave evolved, communities
have been aware of the practical insghtsthey weregaining fromtheir ownwork andincreasingly desired
opportunitiesfor sharing them with others—and for learning from othersinreturn. Thisfocushasbeen more
and more apparent in PCL C activitiesand will undoubtedly continueto expand asthe range and depth of
practical experiencesgrow.
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Exhibit VI — Does a Network Matter?

From: Mark Cabaj, Tamarack
To: Vibrant Communities Steering Committee
Date; November 25, 2005

Had to share to these observations while they were fresh in my mind. They have to do with
how one simple day of hosting Peter Papp [ Executive Director, Opportunities Niagara] herein
Edmonton demonstrated to me the real value of networks, particularly the kind we have structured in
Vibrant Communities. Theeventsunfold at Vibrant Communities Edmonton’s monthly leadership
meeting.

Asthe meeting starts, Peter is connecting with VC Edmonton staff to share his fundraising
package — shaped with support by Wayne Hussey [fundraising coach arranged through Tamarack]. VC
Edmonton wel comes the package noting that he has ‘ saved them alot of work.” Peter just sent the
package to VC Calgary as well.

Then the meeting begins. In the background, avideo of VC Edmonton’slaunchis playing. It
opens with a series of good news stories from Leadership Council members. The Program Director
from the Edmonton Community Foundation relates how she received a call from a Community
Foundation colleaguein another V C site after co-presenting Edmonton’s ‘learning plan’ during aPCLC
tele-conference the previous week. They had a great chat and agreed to work more closely on poverty
and social justice issues, and to explore further links between Community Foundations of Canada and
V C at an upcoming meeting in Edmonton.

The next item on the agenda is a presentation by the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) on how
CRA'sfree tax clinics work as part of the CRA and VC Edmonton ‘Make Tax Time Pay’ campaign.
After several minutes, the CRA representatives exclaims, “We are very grateful to VC Edmonton. We
have been trying to provide these benefits to hard-to-reach communities for along time, but without
success. We' ve managed now to connect with some almost overnight thanks to this network.” Jenny
Kain from the City of Edmonton [co-convenor of VC Edmonton] then observes that, thanks to national
V C sponsors, particularly Caledon, they are now working with someone in the national CRA officeto
get tax forms in Alberta upgraded so that people can automatically apply for awhole series of benefits
rather than one at atime. A previous conversation with Jenny confirms that the Make Tax Time Pay
campaign was prompted, in part, by two earlier Vibrant Communities efforts — a Caledon story written
about asimilar initiative undertaken by Opportunities Waterloo Region and a PCL C tele-learning series
called the Sustainable Income Learning Initiative.

Asthe delegation |eaves the room, Peter leans over and says, “Thisisbrilliant. | think we are
goingto do thisin Niagara.” He tucksthe Make Tax Time Pay campaign package in his briefcase.

It isnow Peter’sturn to present. As heisintroduced, one VC Edmonton member confirmed
how she loved the Caledon paper on Niagara's CAW housing project because it really showed how a
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network could ‘untie local knots' and helped her better appreciate the potential of VC Edmonton. Peter
then described a customized training and transportation project where Opportunities Niagara hel ped
bring together tourism companies, the region, municipalitiesand thelocal collegein apilot project linking
social assistance recipients with good paying jobs— and demonstrating waysto improve inter-municipal
transportation in Niagara Region.

During the conversation, it becomes clear that transportation is a workforce devel opment issue
in Edmonton aswell: the public system isbarely keeping up with the massive urban sprawl prompted by
the latest Edmonton boom and is designed, in any case, to get people from the suburbs to city center, but
not out to the margins of the city where the jobs are. The co-chair of VC Edmonton —Wayne Shillington,
President of Norquest College — confirms that he sits on the City’s Transportation Committee. He and
one of the councilors on the committee have identified transportation as a key workforce issue. He
commits to connecting with the councillor to push thisitem further and to explore Niagara's approach
morefully.

The next item on the agendais an update on VC Edmonton’s exploration of the Social
Purchasing Portal (SPP). The Leadership Council approves a mation for staff to scope out the
possibility of an Edmonton project. If it goes ahead, Edmonton will be the latest PCL C member to
undertake such an initiative — along with Calgary, Surrey, Victoria and Waterloo. The SPP concept was
introduced to PCL C members through a teleconference arranged 18 months earlier with SPP’s founder.

The agendafinishes with Jenny Kain describing how she has pulled together a description of
municipal government involvement inV C initiatives across the country. Within minutes, we agree that
Tamarack will explorewith Caledon hosting acall with municipal representativesin VC communities and
the Federation of Canadian Municipalities.

| am now ready to go, but Peter and Wayne are exchanging strategies about how to get
councillorsin Edmonton and Niagarato connect on how and why to support VC-likeinitiatives. They
then drift into ideas Peter may bring back to Niagara on how Edmonton colleges are assisting immigrants
with settlement and employment issues...

Aswe |leave the meeting, Peter says, “Boy, that is a great way to run aleadership meeting. 1I'm
going to talk to the chair of our Leadership Roundtable and make some changes.”

It was a very quick 90 minutes. There were other items on the agenda. But what arapid fire
way to realize the value of Vibrant Communities —all the components from networking, funders' clout,
policy links, tele-learning and peer support.

This project makes areal difference on the ground.

While participants have affirmed the val ue of the PCL C and its various supports, lessons are still
being learned about learning itself. There are significant challengesinvolved in undertaking learning on a
Pan-Canadian basis, all the more so in relation to adynamic and evolving body of work such as that
being pursued by Vibrant Communities. The PCLC has continuously been adjusted in terms of both the
processes used and the substantive topics addressed in response to the needs of participants — and this
process of adjustment shows every sign of continuing.
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Onestep taken to hel p ensurethat practice-oriented, peer learning issupported hasbeen the
creation of ‘community of practice’ groupson varioustopics, such asliving wage campaigns, and learning
and evaluationissues. Theselearning groupsareexplicitly intended to bedriven by the practical concernsof
participating communities and to emphasi ze peer learning asthei r predominant mode of operation.

Finaly, there has been arecurring concern about thetimerequired to take full advantage of PCLC
learning opportunities. Already stretched to meet the demands of their respectiveinitiatives, local convenors
have struggled with information and learning overload. Communitiesand national sponsorshavegrappled
withwaysto limit and focusthe range of PCL Clearning activities, whilea so responding effectively tothe
widerangeof learning interestsexpressed by variouspartners. Some communitieshave begunto devote
resourcesspecificaly totherr initiatives overdl learning plans, for instiance by putting in placelearning
coordinatorswhoseroleisto help devel op locd |earning agendas, engageawider array of participantsin
thelearning processand work with national partnersto link local and Pan-Canadian |earning agendas.
Stronger devel opment of theselocal learning plansis seen asakey to addressing many of the challengesthe
PCL C hasencountered. Such planswill helpto ensurethat thereisan appropriateinfrastructurein
communitiesto managethe substantia timeand energy commitmentsthat suchlearning entails. They aso
will helpto ensurethat astrong learning culture existsboth nationally andlocally, and that the national
learning agendaissolidly rooted inthelearning needs of local partners.

Whilethevaueof the PCLCisnot indoubt, adjusting it to meet the needs of participantsisa
continual work in progress. To date, many small adjustments have been madein the basic mechanismsand
processesit entails. It remainsto be seenif morefundamental re-design might help to addressthe cluster of
challengesthat have now beenidentified.

Enabling Institutions

I ncluded in the Pan-Canadian L earning Community have beenlearning opportunitiesintended to
build bridges between thework of local communitiesand that of enabling ingtitutions, such asgovernment
and funders. Asdiscussed, the Caledon Ingtitutefacilitated an 18-month ‘ policy dialogue’ involving com-
munity representativesand government officids, primarily from aseriesof federal government departments
but including some provincial and municipal officialsaswell. Morerecently, Tamarack, Caledonand
Human Resourcesand Socia Development Canada have partnered to devel op aGovernment Learning
Circletolook moreclosealy at thewaysgovernmentsat all levelscan support thework of Vibrant
Communitiesand the‘ communitiesagenda moregeneraly.

Caledon and Tamarack havea so conducted alearning seriesfeaturing Trail Builder initiatives
related to policy change. Thegoal of the serieshasbeen to minelessonsfrom these experiencesin order to
strengthen the ongoing involvement of communitiesin policy devel opment.

In addition, Tamarack and the M cConnell Foundation devel oped the Funders Network to
familiarizefunderswith comprehensive, multisectord initiatives. Throughaseriesof tele-learning events,
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fundershad the opportunity to consider thevalue and dynamicsof suchinitiativesand to consider the
implicationsfor their roles.

What hasemerged from these effortshasbeen aclearer recognition of thewaysinwhichthe
activitiesof governments, fundersand communitiesareintimately connected —both intermsof goasandin
termsof process. All areimplicated in thefractured resources and responsesthat have hampered past
effortsto deal with thecomplexitiesof poverty, and al face significant challenges moving toward new modes
of collaborative governance.

AsJay Connor noted in hisdiscussionswith membersof the FundersNetwork, acrucia starting
pointissimply to refocus energy and attention around the higher aspirationsthat partnersshare. Fromthat
beginning, it ispossibleto exploresubstantialy new ways of working together that can better achievethose
desiredresults.

Fundamentally what isneeded are high engagement policy-makersand fundersto join with commu-
nity partnersin the search for deep solutionsto complex problems. Thismeansengaging one another on
relatively new terms—as partnersand co-learners—around amutual commitment to high goals, witha
stronglevel of trust and with arelatively long-term focusand commitment.

Fortunately, such high engagement policy makersand fundersdo exist and Vibrant Communities
aready hasbenefited from their involvement, both localy and nationally. Themoredifficult challengeisto
find waysto move beyond theinstitutional normsand practicesthat too often bind and frustrate the most
dedicated civil servantsand funding partners.

Thetask, of course, isnot smply to eliminate established normsand practices, many of which serve
important and necessary purposes. Rather, thetask isto distinguish between which normsand practicesare
useful (and under what circumstances) and those which are not, and to devel op new waysof doing things
that better serveintended purposes.

Already agood ded isknown about the problemsfrom top down decision-making to siloed policy
and delivery systemsto short-term, project specific funding. Therearea so agrowing number of examples
of how governments, fundersand communitiesareworking in new and more productiveways. Infact,
Vibrant Communities Trail Buildersthemsel vesalready have generated significant examplesof how produc-
tivelinkswith both governmentsand funders can be made: funding partnerswho not only contribute finan-
cidly but dso gt at thetable problem-solving, learning and using their influenceto engage other partners,
and government partnerswho ‘work the system’ to better support communities and to serve the mandates
of their respectiveagencies.

The chalenge asthiswork continuesisto harnessand focusthese positive beginningsin order to
specify and promote normsand practicesthat alow comprehensive, multisectora approachestoredize
their potentidl.
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Modelling National/Local Collaboration

A few key principleshave guided Vibrant Communities asa partnership between nationa sponsors
andloca communities. Most of dl, national sponsorshave supported acommunity-driven approach. This
principlerecogni zesthe distinctive nature of individual communities. 1f the broad approachesbeing explored
areto havered value, communities must be ableto adapt them in waysthat suit their local circumstances.
Accordingly, rather than narrowly specifying theinitiative' sgods, strategiesand timeframes, theVibrant
Communitiesnational framework set out overarching themesand objectives. Moreover, thisguiding
framework has been discussed and revised by national sponsorsand community partnersat the outset of the
initiativeand at pointsaong theway.

Ontheonehand, the broad framework servesto focusthework of theinitiativeand ensurea
shared understanding among al involved. Ontheother, it provideslocal communitieswith theflexibility to
pursuethesethemesintermsappropriateto local redities. Furthermore, theinitiative'sstrong focuson
learning supportscommunitiesto grapplewith thepractical challengesthey face and generate appropriate
responsesrather than hold to aset of prescribed strategies.

Governance of the overall initiative has been conducted on acollaborative basis. Although the
sponsorsretain asignificant degreeof formal decision-making power with respect to the national initiative, in
practice decisionsare made through extensive dial ogue among the various partners. Whilesponsorsand
partners have most often shared common views of important issuesrel ated to theinitiative, there have been
instanceswherethey held significantly different perspectives. Tensionsaround suchissueshave been used
to push for degper understanding and constructive solutions. Inthisrespect, differencesinviewsand
prioritiescan be seen asan asset. Loca partnersand sponsorsaredifferently positionedinrelationto the
work and may therefore provideimportant checks on one another’sassessment of what isnecessary for its
advancement.

Another basic feature of the overall design hasbeen the use of matched funds. Whilethe
McConnell Foundation provides substantial financial support to each of the Trail Builders, that fundingis
structured intheform of matching dollars. Thisarrangement ensuresthat loca Trail Buildersdevelopthe
fundraising capacity important for their long-termviability. 1t also helpsensurethat their work iswell
supported withintheir communitiesandregions. Findly, it preventsloca initiativesfrom being overly reliant
onany onefunder.

Ultimately, the matched funding arrangement, aswith other principlesand practicesguiding the
initiative, servesto maintain thefoundation of partnership between national sponsorsand communitiesand
hel ps create the conditionsthat allow for open dial ogue around the substance of thework. Such principles
and practicesareimportant for futureinitiativesthat seek to maximize the contributionsthat national and
loca partners can maketo solving complex problems.
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Part Three: Opening a New Chapter

In many respects, Vibrant Communities chapter one hasbeen aprocessof exploration. A set of
promising approachesto poverty reduction wereidentified and mechanismsestablished for nationa and
local partnersto learn together how they could be appliedin diverselocal contexts. Thefocuswason
determining the possibilities: Towhat extent wasacomprehensive, multisectoral approachviableindiverse
settingsand under the guidance of different leadership groups? How might theinitiativesunfold differently in
variouscontexts? What kindsof outcomesmight theseinitiativesachieve? How might aPan-Canadian
initiative support theeffortsof itsvariousmembers?

Based on the experience of the past four years, we now can offer at |east preliminary responsesto
thesebasic questions. Itisclear that thegeneral approachisviableinsignificantly distinct local environ-
ments and where |eadership groups have unique perspectivesand priorities. It asoisevident that common
principlescan play out inavariety of formsin many respects—e.g., the geographic scaleinwhichinitiatives
operate, thetimeframesin which they seetheir work taking place, the key rolesthey seethe collaboration
playing, the specific low-income groupsthey seek to support and thetypesof poverty reduction inter-
ventionsthey pursue. Wea so know that theseinitiatives have demonstrated the capacity to generate
tangible benefitsfor substantia numbersof low-incomeresidents. Finally, we have devel oped aset of
mechanismsand supportsthat participantshavefound to beof vaueinfacilitating their loca effortsand
enabling them to support oneanother.

Building on thisfoundation, the next chapter in Vibrant Communities work appearsto be about
refining and deepening what we havelearned so that even more substantial outcomesmay be achieved.

Whileal aspectsof theinitiativeareacontinua work in progress, several areasseemto warrant
gpecid attention asVibrant Communities preparesfor anew round of activity: our growing appreciation of
poverty asa‘ complex problem,’ theinitiative' sconception of poverty and poverty reduction, approachesto
‘comprehensiveness intheseinitiatives, participation of low-incomeresidents, thechallengeof achieving
deep and durableresultsfor people seeking to exit poverty and effortsto strengthen the enabling environ-
ment for thiswork. Each areaposesimportant questionsfor Vibrant Communitiesin the period ahead.

Poverty as a Complex Problem

From the outset of Vibrant Communities, poverty hasbeen recognizedin genera termsasa
complex problem. However, theliterature on complex i ssues combined with the experience of theinitia
Trail Buildershasbegunto generate amore preci se gppreciation for the nature of complexity. Intheperiod
ahead, the practical significanceof poverty asacomplex problemwill haveto be addressed morefully.
What arethe dynamicsof acomplex problem that makeit different from other problems? Arethere
particular techniquesor strategiesthat are appropriatefor countering thistype of problem? How canthe
basi ¢ capacitiesof comprehensive, multisectord initiativesberefined to tacklethedistinct chalenges
associ ated with complex issues?
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Poverty and Poverty Reduction

Inthe context of comprehensive, multisectoral initiatives, con-ceptualizing key termssuch aspoverty
and poverty reduction posesspecia challenges. By their nature, theseinitiatives seek to engage partners
with substantidly different backgroundsand interests. Thesedifferencesmay well meanthat participants
hold quite distinct perspectives on the nature of poverty and on strategiesfor addressing it. In part, thetask
of local initiativesisto find common ground that enables partnersto work together. 1n other words, the
challenge of defining poverty and poverty reductionisas much (or more) asocia asanintellectua one.

Recognizing thisreality, national sponsorsadopted aminimalist approach to defining poverty and
poverty reduction for the Pan-Canadianinitiative. Ontheonehand, whereastandard measure of poverty
was needed for tracking results, sponsors choseto usethelow income cut-off, themost genera ly
recognized measure of low incomein Canada. Ontheother, it described poverty reductionintermsof a
seriesof practical resultsthat most peoplewould recognize as contributing to ahousehol d’seffortsto exit
poverty: improved training and education, new or improved employment, increased incomesand financia
assets, affordable housing and other measuresthat contribute directly to these other benefits. Withinthis
broad framework, loca initiativeswere encouraged to formul ate their own more preci se understandings of
poverty and poverty reduction.

During arecent consultation process, many participantsidentified adesireto revisit the conceptions
of poverty and poverty reduction guiding theoverall initiative. Therewasasensetherewerenow arange of
meanings being used and that thework would benefit from aclarification of these key concepts—both for
internal purposesand for communicating about theinitiativewith others. Moreover, based ontheir
involvement to date, partnersthroughout theinitiative have refined and el aborated their ideas about the
nature of poverty and poverty reduction. Consolidating theseinsightscan strengthen thefuturework and
renew thefocusof theinitiative.

Approaches to Comprehensiveness

While comprehensive thinking and action have aways been one of the core approachesbeing
explored by Vibrant Communities, it has become apparent that thereare more‘ limited’ and more
‘extensive’ approachesto pursuing comprehensiveness. Further discussion isneeded about the va ue of
thesedifferent approaches.

Themorelimited version of comprehens veness emphasizes comprehensivethinking asaway to
identify *highimpact’ strategiesfor reducing poverty. Inthisview, amultisectoral collaborationisimportant
becauseit bringstogether peoplefamiliar with many different factorsthat influence poverty. Sucha
collaboration can pinpoint where strategic interventions might be madein order to makeasignificant
contribution to poverty reduction.

Themoreextensiveversion of comprehensivenessislessfocused on bringing about individua *high
impact’ strategiesand more concerned with devel oping an integrated overal system for addressing theroot
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causesof poverty. Inthisview, amultisectoral collaborationisableto bring together diverse partnersto
gradualy achieveawidearray of changes(somebig, somesmall) that resultinamoreeffective overal

system of responsesto poverty.

Thefocusof attention can vary quite abit between thesetwo different perspectives. Whilesome
participants may fed that pinpointing high-impact interventionsisadequateinitsalf, othersbelievethat the
potential of comprehensive, multisectord initiativesto build well-integrated systems of responseisnot being
redizedtoitsfull extent.

Participation of Low-Income Residents

All Trail Buildershave engaged low-incomeleadersaspartnersintheir work. Nevertheless, the
extent of |low-income participation hasremained aconcern. For someTrail Builders, theinsghtsof low-
incomeresidentshave been given acentra placein shaping their overal plansand specific strategies. In
others, low-incomeinvolvement hasbeen morelimited. For thenext round of Vibrant Communities, a
number of questionswarrant consderation: What differenceare Trail Buildersfinding when they do make
the experience of low-incomeresidentscentral to the development of their initiatives? What arethevarious
waysthat |ow-incomeleaderscan providethat input? Besides participating ontheinitiative'sleadership
body, what other avenues can be pursued to ensurethat poverty reductioninitiativesreflect thelived redlities
of peoplewith afirsthand experience of poverty?

Deep and Durable Results

Based onthefirst round of Vibrant Communities work, itisclear that suchinitiativescan generate
benefitsfor asignificant number of low-incomehouseholds. However, itisnot yet evident whether they can
produce resultsthat are deep and durableaswell. Inthenext period, Vibrant Communitieswill haveto
addressthisquestion. Doing so likely impliesother issues, including the question of comprehensivenessand
theroleof low-incomeresidentsin helping to identify issuesand responses. A focuson deep and durable
resultsalso posesimportant challengesintermsof conceptualizing the poverty reduction processand
tracking theresultsachieved over time.

Srengthening the Enabling Environment

Initsfirst period, Vibrant Communitiesrai sed the awareness of other key players, such as
governmentsand funders, about the potentia of comprehensive, multisectord initiativesfor poverty
reduction. Inaddition, someof the most effective strategiespursued by Trail Buildersinvolvedinfluencing
public policiesof variouskinds. Inthenext round of itswork, Vibrant Communities appearsto havethe
potentia to sgnificantly advanceitspoverty reduction effortsby realizing morefully the supportsthat
governmentsand funders can maketo these community-based initiatives, both to theinfrastructure needed
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to carry out thiswork and for specific poverty reduction strategies. Among the practicesto be developed
morefully arelonger-term, moreflexiblefunding; improved waysto combinefunding streamsto support
comprehensive strategies; closer collaboration between policy-makersand communitieson policy
development; and policy changesto remove barriersor realize opportunitiesthat support poverty reduction.

Whilemany aspectsof Vibrant Communities continueto evolve, these areasrepresent someof the
key issuesto advanceitswork in the period ahead.
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Appendix

Documenting Vibrant Communities (2002-2006)

Thefirst round of Vibrant Communities swork hasbeen extensively documented. Thefollowinglist
includes synthesisreportsand community storiesdescribing various aspectsof thework to date. Still other
papersexplorevariousconceptual and practical issuesassociated with comprehensive, multisectoral
strategiesfor poverty reduction. All papersareavailableon the Vibrant Communities
(Www.vibrantcommunities.ca) and Caledon (www.cal edoninst.org) websites.

SynthesisReports—Describing and analyzing thewor k
of Vibrant CommunitiesTrail Builders

In Fromthe Field: Exploring the First Poverty Reduction Srategies Undertaken by Trail Buildersin
the Vibrant Communities Initiative
Mark Cabaj, Anne Makhoul and Eric Leviten-Reid, June 2006

Under standing the Potential and Practice of Multisectoral, Comprehensive Efforts to Reduce
Poverty: The Preliminary Experiences of the Vibrant Communities Trail Builders
Mark Cabgj and Eric Leviten-Reid, June 2006

Trail Builder Theory of Change Stories—Storiespresenting
thetheory changeguiding each of theTrail Builder initiatives

Opportunities Niagara: Untying the Knots, Connecting the Dots
AnneMakhoul and Eric Leviten-Reid, May 2006

Le Chantier in Saint-Michel - Tackling Poverty and Social Inclusion
AnneMakhoul, Da Broadhead and Eric Leviten-Reid, March 2006

Vibrant Communities Saint John: Dismantling the Poverty Traps
AnneMakhoul and Eric Leviten-Reid, March 2006

Vibrant Communities Edmonton: Building Family Economic Success
AnneMakhoul and Eric Leviten-Reid , February 2006
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Vibrant Communities Calgary: Awareness, Engagement and Policy Change
AnneMakhoul and Eric Leviten-Reid, January 2006

Quiality of Life CHALLENGE: Fostering Engagement, Collaboration and Inclusion
Eric Leviten-Reid and Anne Makhoul, November 2005

Community Stories—Storiesdiscussing selected poverty reduction
strategiesundertaken by Vibrant CommunitiesTrail Builders

Vibrant Communities Edmonton’s Make Tax Time Pay Campaign
AnneMakhoul, February 2006

Fair Fares Calgary Celebrates Reduced Fare Transit Passes
AnneMakhoul, November 2005

Victoria’'s Regional Housing Trust Fund: So Far, So Good
AnneMakhoul, November 2005

Local Heroes: CAW 199 and Community Partners
AnneMakhoul, September 2005

The Living Wage Learning Initiative
AnneMakhoul, May 2005

Community Action in Saint John: Making a Difference in the Lives of Young People
AnneMakhoul, May 2005

Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped Public Policy Initiative
AnneMakhoul, May 2005

Quality of Life CHALLENGE in Victoria Invites Low-income Canadians to Speak for Themselves
AnneMakhoul, April 2005

Waterloo Region's Guaranteed Income Supplement Campaign
AnneMakhoul, January 2005
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