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The State of Community Economic Development in Winnipeg1  
John Loxley, Department of Economics, University of Manitoba 
 
The main purpose of this paper is to reflect a little on the nature of the momentum in the 
CD/CED movement in Winnipeg and on what lies behind it.  I will also suggest some of the 
measures that might be needed to maintain and strengthen that momentum. 
 
It seems to me that Winnipeg is rapidly becoming a major focal point in Canada for community 
economic development and I think there are eight reasons for this. These are: 
 
1. CED in Winnipeg is guided by a clear set of principles, the Neechi Principles, to which 

almost all groups and activists adhere (see the Introduction in this volume by Silver and 
Loxley).  These are clear, unambiguous and demanding.  They have received national 
attention and were developed in Winnipeg by an Aboriginal workersÕ co-operative. 

 
2. Activists in Winnipeg have demonstrated a willingness to engage nationally, with people 

across the country, in promoting the philosophy and practice of CED.  There has been an 
eagerness to learn from what others have done across Canada and internationally and we 
have benefited from activists being willing to come to Winnipeg to share their experiences.  
The annual conferences of CCEDNET, CEDTAP and of workers co-operatives, which were 
held in Winnipeg in 2002, provided us an excellent opportunity to connect, constructively, 
with both theorists and practitioners from elsewhere.  Our own practitioners are also actively 
involved in these national organizations.  Fr some years now, a regional representative of 
CCEDNET has been appointed to Winnipeg and is based in the office of the Canadian Centre 
for Policy Alternatives-Manitoba. 

 
3. We now have a very strong institutional base for CED in Winnipeg, with several institutions 

now having a long track record.  For animating both CD and CED, there is the Community 
Education Development Agency (CEDA), which celebrated its 25th anniversary in 2003.  For 
financial support there is the Assiniboine Credit Union (ACU), which has won national 
awards not only for its CED work but also for its progressive human resource policies, SEED 
Winnipeg, LITE, the Alternative Financial Services Coalition, The Jubilee Fund, Community 
Ownership Solutions and the Urban Entrepreneurs with Disabilities Program (these are 
described in more detail in Loxley, 2003). We also have a growing number of delivery 
agencies on the ground which are maturing and making an impact, notably the development 
corporations in West Broadway, Spence and the North End (see Chorney, 2003).  The 
number of CED-based housing institutions has proliferated (see Cates, 2003), such as Inner 

                                                
1 This paper is based on two public presentations; the keynote address to a Workshop on ÒCD/CED in Winnipeg: 
Maintaining the Momentum" held at the Freighthouse, Winnipeg, 17 November, 2003, and an introductory 
presentation at a symposium of CED activists entitled ÔWhich Way Forward For Community Economic 
Development in WinnipegÕs Inner City?Õ, held at the University of Winnipeg, April 11, 2006. 
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City Renovations (which replaced Just Housing and the North End Community Renovation 
Enterprise), the North End Housing Project and housing associations in West Broadway and 
Spence and Ogijiita Pimatiswin Kinamatwin (the Aboriginal Youth Housing Renovation 
Project, for ex-inmates). Housing is, in my opinion, particularly important to CED because it 
clearly fulfils a crucial basic human need, it provides opportunities for the acquisition of 
skills by local residents, it offers opportunities for well-paying jobs, it potentially helps create 
linkages with other service and production ventures (e.g. training and building supplies) and 
it can play an important role in helping promote neighbourhood stability which is crucial for 
long term CED.  Winnipeg also has a multitude of employment and training agencies and of 
social service agencies and it also has an embryonic social enterprise sector (see papers by 
Loewen, 2003a and 2003b).  It also has a social purchasing portal established by SEED, 
which directs businesses via the web to suppliers of goods and services that create 
employment opportunities for individuals or groups Ôthat face multiple barriers to 
employment Ô (http://www.sppwinnipeg.org/). This creates jobs in inner city and social 
purpose businesses while enabling purchasers to be socially responsible.  

 
4. Since 1999, government support of CED has improved markedly.  The election of an NDP 

Provincial government in that year has led to a substantial increase in support for CED, in a 
number of different ways.  First of all, the creation of a Community and Economic 
Development Committee of Cabinet (CEDC) has elevated CED policy to an unprecedented 
level in the province.  Secondly, and through CEDC, a CED policy lens has been introduced 
through which the contribution of all government activities will be evaluated.  This lens is 
unique in Canada and is based on the Neechi principles which, clearly, now have the support 
of the provincial government (see the Chapter by Sheldrick in this volume for an elaboration 
as well as a critical assessment).  Thirdly, provincial financial support for CED has been 
increased markedly through the Neighbourhoods Alive! Program, which provides core 
funding for many of the institutions mentioned earlier.  The NDP government has also 
brought in legislation enabling financial contributions to CED to be eligible for tax credits 
and is the first government in Canada to introduce tax increment financing which enables 
municipalities to reinvest property tax revenues into CED initiatives.  It has also taken steps 
to support CED projects, both Aboriginal and otherwise, through its procurement policies 
(these and other initiatives supported by the Province are described more fully in the 
Manitoba Budget, 2006 ). While many within and outside the provincial government would 
like to see it do more, this is an impressive record.  The federal government has also made an 
important contribution to CED in Winnipeg through Western Economic Diversification 
(WED) which, for instance, was instrumental in helping SEED Winnipeg get off the ground. 
 The Winnipeg Partnership Agreement, between all three levels of government, has given 
CED a significant boost in the city, and will invest $75 million over 5 years into CED and 
urban renewal (Winnipeg Partnership Agreement, 2005). 

 
5. Winnipeg CED has also benefited significantly in recent years from the active involvement 

of a number of charitable foundations.  The Thomas Sill Foundation and the United Way 
have provided important strategic assistance to a number of local CED organizations, with 
the latter assuming an increasingly important co-ordinating role in the CED movement 
generally.  Most recently, the Winnipeg Foundation has joined them, funding a large CED 
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initiative in the hitherto relatively neglected Centennial neighbourhood.  That these 
foundations would depart so significantly from a narrow charity model of assistance 
represents a remarkable transformation in approach over the last decade or so and is a great 
credit to their boards and leadership. 

 
6. There is also a very supportive academic environment for CED in Winnipeg.  All three 

universities have an interest in CED and a good track record of research in the field.  The 
approach to research is both interdisciplinary and participatory.  Research findings and non-
academic participants in CED are brought into the classroom to strengthen teaching and to 
bring the subject alive for students.  Many academics are actively involved in CED ventures. 
 In 2002, the three universities co-operated with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives-
Manitoba, a number of community organizations and the provincial and federal governments, 
to form the Manitoba Research Alliance and obtained an $895,000 SSHRC/INE grant to 
conduct research into CED and the new economy, one outcome of which is this volume.  
This was a unique project, led by a non-academic community-based research organization 
and supported by such CED agencies as the North End Community Renewal Corporation, the 
West Broadway Development Corporation and SEED.  This alliance was based on co-
operation between academics and non-academics interested in CED and has helped push 
back the frontiers of knowledge, examining what works and what does not and what are the 
best practice opportunities for promoting CED.  It gave unprecedented opportunities for a 
number of young people to become involved in CED through research and, in the process, 
has been important in helping create the next generation of CED activists and intellectuals. 

 
7. Winnipeg is fortunate to have a fairly large number of remarkable people involved in 

promoting CED.  Many of these have slogged away in the trenches for years when there was 
little to show for these efforts.  Some have stayed involved with early CED initiatives, such 
as Neechi or SEED, over many years, through thick and thin.  Many have cut their teeth in 
CEDA.  For over a decade now many have hung in with ACU, watching it grow from 
strength to strength.  Many more have sat as volunteers on CED boards, receiving little 
thanks or acknowledgement for their efforts.  Without such people, and my sense is that 
Winnipeg is unusually well endowed with them, CED would not be as well developed as it 
is. 

 
8. There is, therefore, a strong cultural foundation of CED in the City, underpinned by a widely 

held view of the need for and importance of collective action to improve social well being.  It 
is based on irreverence towards the establishment and a willingness to challenge it to address 
issues of poverty, deprivation and exclusion.  It is also based on mutual respect for fellow 
CED activists, even though they may often draw their inspiration from quite different 
ideological perspectives.  It is quite pragmatic, building on what works, working with the 
establishment where it helps and doing what it takes to get things done, but all generally 
within the framework of the Neechi principles. 

 
It is this combination of factors that makes Winnipeg such a dynamic place for CED today.  
Many of them are difficult to replicate elsewhere because they originated, uniquely, in the 
history, politics and sociology of the city.  Nonetheless, we can expect interest in our CED 
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experience to grow as successes in the city are consolidated.  This is not to denigrate or belittle 
the CED experience elsewhere in Canada or to suggest that the Winnipeg experience does not 
borrow from and build on those experiences: quite the opposite. The Winnipeg CED community 
has benefited enormously from lessons learned in Quebec, BC, Saskatchewan, Nova Scotia, PEI 
and elsewhere, bringing in visitors from these provinces to help shape our policies and 
approaches. Without this input, which is greatly appreciated, CED in Winnipeg would be much 
less developed than it is.  
 
This description of accomplishments is also not meant to suggest that there are no problems 
facing CED in Winnipeg. On the contrary, if the momentum of the CED movement here is to be 
maintained, then some important challenges have to be met: among them, are the following: 
 
 
i. The Training and Replacement of People. 
The challenge here is one of succession and growth; to produce a sufficient number of people 
trained in CED to provide both for the replacement of current practitioners and for the inevitable 
growth in CED activities in the city.  This challenge was recognized some time ago and 
provision was made for coordinating existing and developing new CED training programs.  This 
was a cooperative effort involving many CED groups in Winnipeg and led to the establishment 
of a CD/CED Training Intermediary, a partnership between the community and provincial 
government, with associated courses at Red River Community College. This, however, has been 
beset with problems and has not worked well. There have also been problems of accreditation 
with Red River. Skills shortages, especially in finance and book keeping appear to be a 
significant problem in existing institutions and staff need to have the opportunity to upgrade.  
 
Succession needs more careful planning as well as provision of financial resources for a smooth 
transition. Especially in leadership positions, there is too much reliance on a few skilled 
individuals.  
 
ii. Stabilizing and Diversifying the Funding of Operations 
It is generally acknowledged that the success of CED in recent years in raising grant funding 
from the government for operations also contains the seeds of a potential vulnerability should 
government or government policy change (Loxley, 2003). It is one thing to recognize this 
danger, quite another to address it.  Three possibilities are a) reducing dependence on any single 
grant source by diversifying funders as much as possible b) seeking to build an endowment or 
trust approach which, in effect, means obtaining funding up-front for use in future years, and c) 
building up personal or corporate donations through the new tax credit program.  Each of these 
presents its own challenges, but pursuing them is worthwhile given what is, potentially, at stake. 
 
iii. Funding Capital Expenditures 
It is also generally acknowledged that there is currently a crucial gap in CED financing in 
Winnipeg, that dealing with capital spending.  There is a need to build an equity fund or to 
secure grant financing for long-term capital expenditures if the development of social 
enterprises, in particular, is to be achieved.  There are tentative beginnings in Community 
Ownership Solutions (COS), a non-profit development corporation which promotes market 



 
 5 

based solutions to CED (http://www.communityownershipsolutions.com/about/index.html) and, 
to a smaller degree, in SEED and the issue has been studied systematically. COS received a big 
set-back with the recent collapse of the Crocus Investment Fund, which sponsored it. 
 
iv. The Promotion of Social Enterprises 
There is a widely held view in Winnipeg that for CED to make a big impact, we must move 
aggressively into building commercially viable social enterprises.  It is recognized that this is not 
an easy challenge, as suggested by the cautious progress of social enterprises in the city to date; 
it is, nonetheless, a necessary one if CED efforts are to be scaled up significantly.  There have 
been a number of unique opportunities which could have been, and some could still be, pivotal 
for social enterprises in the city, but which appear to have been missed to this point in time.  The 
Winnipeg flood way extension is now in progress, the largest civic infrastructure project by far.  
A new Hydro building is being constructed downtown, presenting potential social enterprise 
opportunities for both construction and maintenance.  A new spate of hydro dam building is 
about to start in the north, in which some provision has been made for partnerships with local 
First Nations communities.  There may be logical extensions to social enterprises in Winnipeg.  
A new wave of infrastructure spending is under way in the city, funded in part by senior levels of 
government. There are proposals for building a road up the east side of Lake Winnipeg and, 
again, the potential spin-off benefits for companies in Winnipeg are huge.  Momentum is also 
building for expansion of programs to provide accessible housing, especially for recent 
immigrants and possibly on a co-operative basis.  Each of these presented and may still present 
potential economic opportunities for social enterprises.   
 
There is also a growing interest in alternative delivery mechanisms in the social service area 
which might be ideal for social enterprises.  Finally, the Winnipeg Partnership Agreement cries 
out for fresh ideas on community economic development and could help finance pursuit of social 
enterprises in areas outlined here.  
 
Each of these opportunities offers the possibility of pursuing social enterprise on a scale large 
enough to promise viability, the possibility of decent wages and salaries, the potential of 
significant linkages among a number of social enterprises and a degree of stability which can 
only be envied by existing social enterprises that struggle for survival in the highly competitive 
and fickle commercial service sector. 
 
It is apparent, however, that the CED community lacks the organizational capacity to make 
inroads into most of these areas using social enterprises, despite a sympathetic and supportive 
government policy environment. What is needed is an organization which has roots in the 
community which can respond to economic opportunities by mobilizing people, putting together 
a business plan and having the capability to establish and run, or find others to run, competent 
social economy enterprises. This need was acknowledged in the CED symposium held in 
Winnipeg in April 2006 and meetings designed to rectify the situation are planned for the Fall of 
2006. It remains to be seen what is left of the above employment opportunities by the time such a 
vehicle is up and running. 
 
The most successful forms of social enterprise in Winnipeg appear to be cooperatives, in the 
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form of a co-op gas company which is both large and, with the rising price of gasoline, rapidly 
growing; credit unions, which are becoming the daily banking vehicle for an ever greater 
proportion of the population as banks scale back retail operations and housing co-ops of which 
there are several successful examples and for which there is a large unmet demand. In the past, 
retail grocery coops have had some success and the Neechi Foods and Mondragon restaurant 
worker co-ops continue to survive, if not thrive. To me this suggests that co-ops are seen to be a 
suitable organizational form for social enterprise in Winnipeg2 and, secondly, that there is 
interest in having the goods and services of daily life provided by social enterprises, in the form 
of co-ops. Perhaps a major concern of the planned CED social enterprise facilitation vehicle 
could be, not just to foster participation in mega projects, but also to encourage the provision of 
cradle to grave goods and services, such as child care facilities, housing, transport, consumer 
durable goods, groceries, cafŽs and funeral parlours. Perhaps also, some consideration could be 
given to help meet the technical needs of existing CED organizations through the creation of 
self-supporting, non-profit social enterprises in the fields of finance or human relations.  
 
v. The Aboriginal Challenge 
Some 50,000 Aboriginal people currently live in Winnipeg and by the year 2016, 1 in 5 children 
in Winnipeg will be Aboriginal (Loxley and Wien, 2003).  An atrociously high proportion of 
Aboriginal people in the city live in poverty, almost two-thirds and that rises to over 80 per cent, 
4 out of 5, in the inner-city (Lezubski, Silver and Black, 2000). If this outrageous situation is to 
be addressed, CED must also play a part.  Solutions will call for early childhood interventions, 
educational reform, improved housing and recreation and greater neighbourhood stability, a 
larger training and apprenticeship initiative and training geared more directly to future 
employment needs.  CED can play an important role in many of these areas and the Aboriginal 
factor must be built into all CED approaches and recognized in the opportunities outlined in iv 
above.  The issue of whether Aboriginal needs should be met through separate Aboriginal 
institutions or through integrated ones is a tough one to deal with.  The needs are so great that a 
mix of both is probably needed.  This will require changes in the way several CED institutions 
operate.  It will require greater attention to recruiting, training, advancing and retaining 
Aboriginal staff and a greater say by Aboriginal people in the definition of their priorities for and 
strategies of CED (see Chapter 7 in this volume by Silver, Ghorayshi, Hay and Klyne).  It will 
also require a greater Aboriginal presence on Boards of Directors.  Each CED institution 
probably needs to develop an Aboriginal Advancement plan dealing with these questions. 
 
vi. The Complexity of Poverty in Winnipeg  
While the specific needs of the Aboriginal community in Winnipeg requires special attention, 
because of its unique historical and cultural origins, care must be taken to recognize that poverty 
in the city is multi-ethnic, multi-dimensional and non-static. Thus, most Aboriginal people living 
in the inner-city are poor, but most poor people are not Aboriginal. Indeed, recent inflows of 
refugees come from a diversity of backgrounds and many are, in fact, African. Uni-dimensional 

                                                
2 In principle, there are numerous organizational forms through which social enterprises can be operated and, if  the 
situation is right, any one can be as effective as any other. If co-ops have an edge at all, it would lie in the clear legal 
framework, including that of democratic decision taking, profit sharing and taxation, in which they operate. See 
Loughran, 1985 for a detailed comparison of community development corporations versus cooperatives in CED.  
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anti-poverty strategies which do not take into account the varied backgrounds, problems and 
culture of the poor are, therefore, unlikely to be successful.  
 
vii. Humanizing the Management of CED Organizations 
If CED is to truly offer a more socially acceptable, people-centred, alternative approach to 
development, then we must address the issue of management of CED institutions of all types.  
We cannot replicate the top-down autocratic management styles of the private sector, driven by 
the bottom-line pursuit of profit.  We must demand the highest standards of honesty and 
integrity, financial or otherwise, of managers. We must allow and encourage democratic 
structures of management with genuine worker input and horizontal decision-taking structures.  
We must seek out and promote democratic, participatory, management styles.  We must change 
the way several of our organizations deal with staff, governing through intimidation, unilateral 
direction, arbitrary control and the threat of dismissal.  Even where union agreements are in 
place, they are often unilaterally abrogated. These approaches promote insecurity and fear.  They 
should be replaced by a more nurturing and supporting style of management and staff difficulties 
should be addressed more compassionately and more constructively.  There should be clear, 
representative, structures for dispute resolution and the provision for mediation.  Staff should be 
encouraged to join trade unions. 
 
The kind of autocratic management behaviour referred to should be condemned wherever it 
occurs. In this respect, Aboriginal organizations or those with Aboriginal leadership have, on 
occasion, been as guilty as non-Aboriginal ones.  
 
Now that CED has reached a degree of maturity in Winnipeg, we must begin to pay more 
attention to these issues and be more demanding of management.  We should also begin to pay 
more attention to the provision of adequate salaries, benefits and terms and conditions of service. 
We should pay particular attention to working hours and pension provisions. We cannot allow 
CED to become just another source of cheap labour. We should also begin to judge CED 
workers by what they accomplish, and not just by the hours they put in. This points to 
developing and encouraging flexi-working arrangements.  
 
viii. Responsibilities of Boards 
Boards of directors have a crucial role to play in CED organizations.  That role must be clarified 
and board involvement must increase if the other challengers outlined above are to be met.  
Boards have a responsibility to ensure that organizations are managed efficiently and that funds 
are spent wisely and as approved.  They must ensure management honesty and accountability, 
whatever management system is in place.  In relatively small organizations they must also 
maintain contact with staff to ensure that all is well.  Ideally, this could be done through having 
staff representatives on the executive committee and/or board.  The issue of management 
accountability is a complex one which, potentially, can be made more difficult with participatory 
management structures, but it needs to be addressed.  The fact that managers often play an 
important role in recruiting Board members also complicates the accountability question and 
helps explain why arbitrary management styles are sometimes not held in check by boards.  
Ultimately, it is the board which is accountable to funders and clients for the performance of 
CED organizations and we need to rethink the role of boards in Winnipeg to ensure that they are 
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performing this function satisfactorily. This may, necessarily, lead to constraining the influence 
of some executive directors. 
 
ix. Identifying What Works and What Does Not 
We need a forum in which honest assessments can be made of experiments tried in CED, both in 
Winnipeg and elsewhere. We need to know, more clearly, what works and why and at what cost, 
and what does not work or can be improved upon. There is literature on this based on what has 
been tried elsewhere in Canada, but it is not used widely (see, for instance, Ninacs and Favreau, 
1993; Lewis and Lockhart, 1999; Community Resilience Team, 1999; Richard, 2004). These 
lessons must be made available to all those who are active in CED and drawn upon in their daily 
work. We must apply the same analytical frankness to our own experience in Winnipeg and in 
Manitoba generally. This means being brutally honest, even if some people are upset in the 
process, for it only by being so that past errors can be rectified and avoided in the future. Such 
lessons should be drawn not only from projects but, more importantly, from policies and 
strategies that have been attempted. 
 
x. CED Must Go beyond Poverty  
While the immediate concern of much CED activity in Winnipeg is that of poverty alleviation, 
this must be considered only a necessary attribute of CED and not a sufficient one. CED is about 
much more than poverty and especially in its transformative version. Other goals of CED are a 
more equal distribution of income and wealth, greater gender equity, the sensible use of 
resources between generations, a more balanced spatial pattern of development and greater social 
inclusion. CED also furthers democratic decision taking and participatory empowerment.  This 
will require transforming the nature of the state and would require political mobilization of both 
the poor and the non-poor. The CED movement would become part, therefore, of a much broader 
movement for economic, social and political transformation. While poverty eradication would 
remain an important element in the CED agenda, it would be but one element. This would 
necessitate CED activists becoming involved in broader social movement politics and 
mobilization, integrating the values and insights of these movements into the CED movement 
while promoting the fundamental values of CED among the broader movement, and pressuring 
the state to be supportive of them. 
 
These are the main challenges as I see them and they can and must be addressed if the 
remarkable progress of CED in Winnipeg is to be sustained and if the alternative vision of 
society that CED offers is to be fully realized. 
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