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Building Community, Building Lives

Thank you.  Good morning.  I’d like to thank you for inviting me to deliver the keynote address at today’s 2006 Niagara Voluntary Sector Awards.
I extend my congratulations to all who have been nominated in a category – and my thanks to all of you – nominated or not – for the work you do every day in the non-profit sector.  It’s a challenging environment to operate in. Difficult and rewarding too - but the work is absolutely vital to building strong and vibrant communities.

How fortunate we are to have The Niagara College Centre for Community Leadership as a support, a resource and a partner for organizations of any size who work to make Niagara a better place.  The Centre - its leadership, its staff, its resources are invaluable.  If you haven’t found out what they can do to strengthen your organization yet, ask today. Don’t leave before you do.  

My thanks also to the sponsors of today’s event – the Ontario Trillium Foundation, Service Canada, Cogeco, Landcare Niagara, and Gotcha Covered. 
Building Community, Building Lives is the topic of my address today.  It’s what my department – the Community Services Department - does, it’s what you do, it’s what the Centre does.  It’s also the new purpose statement that the Region chose from hundreds of employee submissions as the statement which best describes the work of the Region.  

Niagara is a place recognized and valued as a destination of choice for living and growing, working and playing.  Regional Council has a vision of a shared and involved community of communities where unique opportunities are integrated for the good of all.  The Region exists to share resources for the delivery of fundamental and mandatory services to offer the citizens of Niagara a healthy, secure and prosperous lifestyle at an affordable cost.
We all are connected to the Region – everyday, in fact.  Many of you have also had some connection with the Region through your organization – possibly through Community Services – possibly with me directly.  
Many of you will know me as the Commissioner of Community Services or formerly as the Director of Social Assistance and Employment Opportunities.  Some may know me through my involvement with the Ontario Trillium Foundation, the Alzheimer’s Society, or the United Way.
For those of you who don’t know me, I’m going to take a few minutes to introduce myself, not from the biography but, a little of my personal history – which may provide some insight into how I firmly believe in Building Community, Building Lives.
I’m a lifelong resident of Niagara. I was born in 1965 – in a time when the world around us had recently started to undergo a huge shift in social architecture.  In the middle of the 20th century, Canada started on a period of social innovation as a result of societal changes.
The conventional family was starting to change.  Divorce was becoming more prevalent. Single parent families were rising in numbers as were families without children. Unwed mothers were not as uncommon as they had been the decade before. 
Mothers were starting to go out of the home to work. Child care was needed. Care for elderly family members was needed. People starting living longer. Immigrants were coming to Canada in search of a good life for themselves and their families.
As a result of these changes and others, investments were made in health care and education, and social programs were established to help protect citizens from the consequences and realities of unemployment, illness and aging.
I was raised in Grimsby.  My father was a professional wrestler, on the road a great deal.  My parents split up when I was five years old and my mother raised the four of us - my sister and two brothers and myself.  She worked hard to provide for us.  She worked as a house cleaner during the week.  On the weekends she worked at a long-term care facility or the Association for Community Living.
You see, my Mom was married at 14, had a grade 8 education and had the four of us by the age of 21.  She was a sole support mom at the age of 26 with four kids - refusing to accept any assistance unless it led to another job.
I was into sports as a young person – hockey, baseball, football, basketball.  Sports kept me busy, out of trouble – for the most part.  Because my mom had to work, I had trouble getting to where I needed to be – a practice or a game.  Coaches often helped me out – picking me up and taking me home so that I could play and be a part of the team.  Beyond the transportation, many of my former coaches played important roles in my life.  They were all volunteers.  They gave of their time freely and willingly and enthusiastically.  Many expressed an interest in me.  Many were role models: Mr. Jones - who drove me to every baseball practice and game.  He didn’t even have kids of his own on the team.  Mr. Klem -  who quietly helped me find my confidence.  Mr. Wright - who took a gangly 14 year old to the All-Ontario Football Championships.  Mr. Woodburn – Woody - who stuck with me academically and athletically.
They coached me - they made me a disciplined athlete.  Turns out my athletic abilities afforded me other fortunate opportunities.  I was offered a bursary to Ridley College and I jumped at the chance.  At Ridley, I learned a lot about the broader world.  I had two great mentors there who are still good friends today.  I go back to coach with Rick Rasmussen and Dave Whitty each year.
Football – and good grades took me to Saint Mary’s University in Halifax where I graduated with a Bachelors Degree in Commerce.  Returning home, I was recruited by the Hamilton Tiger Cats and spent six years in the CFL before retiring and devoting myself full-time to a career in the accounting field.
As a football player, I was invited to take part in many public activities – personal appearances, charity games, and community events.  A highlight for me during this time was a visit to a critically ill child in the hospital – a young fan.  The visit sparked something in me – something that has stayed with me since - an interest in volunteerism, in doing what I can to make somebody else’s life a bit better and my community a better place.
Since then, I’ve been quite active.  I’ve served on the Board of the West Lincoln Memorial Hospital, where I was the Chair for three years, as well as the Hospital Foundation. I was one of the founders of the Foundation of Resources for Teens in Grimsby.  I’m currently the Treasurer/Secretary of the Ontario Municipal Social Services Association Board.  I still do some charitable work with the TiCat alumni. And as I mentioned already, the Trillium Foundation, the Alzheimer’s Society, and the United Way are organizations that I volunteer with as well as President of the Lincoln Leapers.
I’ve come full circle now where sports are concerned and take great pride and pleasure in coaching young athletes - football at Ridley, basketball, soccer and even skipping.  As a coach, I hope that I am able to the have the same kind of positive influence on a young person that my coaches had on me.
I’m now a CGA and have a Human Relations designation.  My post-football career took me to various positions in the human services field and then to the Region in the new position of Director of Operational Support Services in the Community Services Department.  Once there, you might say I followed my heart further into the human services field as Director of Social Assistance and Employment Opportunities, then to the Commissioner’s office.
My career path and my personal life have shown to me both sides of the potential created when people - such as you - come together with a common objective and a desire to make a difference.
That’s the story of how I got here – the situations and people that shaped my life – and brought me to the understanding of the why and the how we need to build community capacity. 
Community Services – our programs, our services, our staff and our volunteers exist to build community and build lives.  What do we do?  In plain language, we support the residents of Niagara in their day-to-day requirements, but also with their long-term needs as well as their opportunities for a better quality of life.  

Through a range of services and programs, we make sure that parents have access to safe, quality child care and early learning opportunities for their children.

We provide quality long-term care and community programs for our elderly population and help for those caring for family members at home.
We ensure that individuals have access to the resources they need to find a job and become independent through sustainable employment.

Emergency and discretionary benefits are also accessed by the working poor, recipients of the Ontario Disability Support Program and homeless individuals.

The Department plays a significant role in the administration of homelessness prevention programs and redirects provincial funds to agencies to provide services to the homeless.  We also contract with agencies for shelter placement and hostel provision.

Partnerships are vital to all of the work that we do – because so much more can be achieved with the help of others.

We partner with hundreds of agencies and associations across Niagara – some of whom are here today.  The list is endless, but to give you a sense of its depth and breadth, consider the Ontario March of Dimes, Niagara Regional Housing, the Business Education Council, Niagara Gatekeepers, Community Care Access Centre, the Alzheimer’s Society, the YMCA of Niagara, Speech Services Niagara, the Early Childhood Community Development Centre, Literacy Link Niagara, the Fort Erie Multicultural Centre, Job Gym– and the list goes on an on.

Who are our clients?  

We say that we help the most vulnerable and at-risk people in our population.   We certainly do – but our programs and our services also reach beyond that.  If you are a parent, a child, an employee or a volunteer, chances are you or one of your family members will have a connection to the services and/or programs of the Community Services Department sometime during your life in Niagara.

On any given day:

· approximately 15,000 people, more than 6,000 of them children, are part of our Social Assistance case load;

· another 13,000 are part of our Ontario Disability Support Program;

· close to 4,000 kids under the age of 12 access our services for children; and

· roughly 1,200 seniors reside in our homes or use our community programs.  

We touch many lives, to varying degrees and in all manner of ways.  Among others, our clients include:

· people who can’t work because of a disability or an addiction

· people who are hard to employ because they can’t read

· skilled workers who have fallen on hard times

· parents who can’t go out to work because they have no one to look after their children

· folks who have jobs but don’t earn a “living wage” – don’t earn enough to support themselves and their family

· children with Down’s Syndrome who need extra assistance at their child care centre

· seniors who can’t afford the high cost of the rental housing market

· seniors who need 24-hour care

· families of Alzheimer’s patients who need some respite

· families who have fled their country fearing for their safety and arrive in Canada with next to nothing except a hope for a better and safer future for their children

That’s a snapshot of who our clients are.  What we do for them is:

· support

· manage

· fund

· operate

· care for

· listen

· plan

· encourage

· house; and 

· advocate for

· a better future, an enhanced quality of life, and the opportunity to be best they can be.
Community Services works hard to build community and build lives.
Getting back to social architecture for a minute – more has changed since the mid-20th century.  And for us to respond effectively as a government and as a community, a new model is required to sustain us.  In the 1990’s, social protection was reduced – partly as a result of the recession but also part of a deficit reduction strategy.  In the decade between 1992 and 2002, total spending by the federal government fell 10 percentage points of GDP.
In addition to spending changes, life in Canada was changing – and still is.
General figures for Canada indicate that four in 10 marriages end in divorce these days, many couples live in common-law relationships, and second and third marriages make for complex households.  Single parent families make up roughly 25% of all families with children – most of which are anchored by a mother.
Immigrants now make up 20% of our country’s population.  They are a highly educated group – 35% have a university education, 19% have a college diploma and 35% have a secondary school education level.  More than 20% of the newcomers that arrived in Canada via the Peace Bridge in the last 10 months are highly skilled professionals – engineers, teachers, doctors, nurses, social workers and others. But they struggle to find work. Their foreign education is undervalued and they lack “Canadian experience”.  Poverty among immigrants is growing.
Canada’s labour force is aging, our training systems are not producing enough skilled or specialized workers, and our fertility rates are decreasing.  It is estimated that by the year 2011, 100% of our net labour growth will depend on immigration.  

It’s estimated that Niagara’s economy will require at least 50,000 new workers over the next several years – half to cover existing jobs which will become vacant due to retirements and half to fill new jobs in fields projected as economic growth areas.  One important source for Niagara’s labour force is our immigrant population.
But we have to overcome the challenge of keeping the newcomers in Niagara.  We know that we housed 20% of them when they arrived, but we can’t track what percentage subsequently moved on.  Somewhere between 80 and 100 percent choose not to stay.  That represents a great loss for Niagara – economically and culturally.
The other important source for Niagara’s labour force is our youth. Niagara has a well educated population – university degrees, college diplomas and trade certificates – but we’re challenged to keep them here in Niagara.

We also have a high proportion of seniors in Niagara – and our seniors are living longer but with more complex care needs than ever before – which impacts our health care services.  The resident make-up of our long-term care homes has changed significantly, particularly related to the number of elderly residents suffering from Alzheimer’s or related dementia.
In Niagara, we are severely challenged to provide an adequate number of child care spaces.  In fact, of the total population on children under 12 in Niagara, we only have spaces in licensed child care for 10.6% of them.
Approximately 13% of our population lives under the low-income cut-off – what is considered akin to the “poverty line.”  
Home ownership is out of reach for many people in Niagara as one in three households has an annual income of less than $30,000.  Combined with the fact that the number of rental units being constructed falls far below the projected need, the end result is a massive waiting list for subsidized housing. 

Allow me to use an analogy here to describe what has happened with respect to the social assistance system since the middle of the 2oth century.  The 1950’s created the welfare state – the social net.  In the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s, the net started to fray a bit.  In the early 90’s, the NDP tried to reinforce the net, but by the mid-90’s realized they couldn’t pay for the string.  When Harris came into power, the Conservatives determined that the net was too big and had too many holes so they continued to shrink the net.  More recently, the Liberals expanded the net slightly.  The reality is that we need a new net.
Canada, like many other nations, is struggling to address its social needs while trying to be competitive in the global economy.  We must find a balance that works to meet the needs of every citizen and every community.
Until we do, government, the private sector and the non-profit sector will be strained.  More people need help, there is less money to help with, and the challenges are more complex.
Your organizations, the ones that are the voluntary sector, small and large, enrich the lives of Canadians in multitude of ways – by delivering services that contribute to enhancing the lives of those in our community. Voluntary sector organizations help to establish connections among citizens, communities and governments – they build community and build lives.
The voluntary sector has been characterized as the third pillar of society – alongside government and the private sector.  It’s a very large sector – an estimated 100,000 non-profit, non-charitable corporations in Canada – not to mention a multitude of smaller, unincorporated, grassroots groups.

But the sector is suffering.  A 2003 study by the Canadian Council on Social Development, “Funding Matters: The Impact of Canada’s New Funding Regime on Non-profit and Voluntary Organizations” says the 3rd pillar is showing some cracks.  And we can’t afford to have those cracks become fractures.
The sector is suffering for a number of reasons:

· the financial capacity of nonprofits and voluntary organizations is eroding

· changes in funding regime – policies, regulations and practices, greater reporting requirements
· funding trends appear to threaten the viability of the sector and the long-term sustainability

· which in turn, is threatening the future of a wide range of services and programs
In the past, government was the largest funder of the sector – to the tune of approximately 60%. The 1990’s saw government funding cutbacks due to government’s desire to balance their budgets.  And changes in the funding formulas were more profound for some organizations than the cutbacks themselves.
A shift took place - toward new funding strategies designed to increase accountability, competition, and self-sufficiency.  The new funding regime is project-based which ultimately gives the funders more control over what an organization does and how.  Project funding is often at the expense of long-term strategic planning and at the expense of the organization’s mission.  It is short-term, targeted, and unpredictable.
There is a greater focus on the bottom line - a “show me the money” attitude of “let’s see what you’ve got already before we commit any further.”
These are all very valid and understandable motives on the part of governments to enhance efficiency, increase accountability, and promote diversification of funding sources

But, it can’t be at the expense of the organization’s goal.  The “Funding Matters” study found a major disconnect between the stated intent of the reforms and the actual consequences of the reforms. For some organizations, the challenges can be insurmountable and in the end, may mean closing their doors.
Some of the trends identified in the study include:
· Volatility – unstable funding sources undermine an organization’s capacity to provide consistent, quality services or programs
· Mission drifting – scrambling to fit into narrowly defined parameters for short-term project funding can mean pulling away from the long-term purpose of the organization

· Loss of infrastructure – restrictions on covering administrative costs
· Reporting overload – justifying your work by dollars and numbers rather than by quality or output

· reporting demands have increased but administrative capacity has decreased

· House of cards – funders setting criteria that makes organizations demonstrate they are working with other partners before funding is committed sets up possibility of collapse if one partner pulls out or contract ends

· Advocacy chill – there is a risk in being seen as an outspoken advocate for a client group  - when seeking approval for funding submission, you don’t want your name in the newspaper

· Human resource fatigue – we’re all feeling stretched – paid employee and volunteers - the most committed to a cause wind up leaving, frustrated
Many organizations are turning to diversified sources of revenue other than direct government funding - but not without challenges of their own. Other sources include:
· earned income

· private giving

· corporate philanthropy; and
· gaming

Many of our local agencies rely on diversified funding sources in addition to Regional, Provincial and Federal government sources. The trends experienced across Canada are evident in Niagara. Voluntary sector organizations face huge challenges – putting their viability at risk.  Agencies and governments in Niagara must work together to address the shortcomings or more organizations will be unable to meet the challenges facing them, closing their doors as a result, unable to achieve their mission and serve their clients.  

What can we do to better support the changing social architecture and support the voluntary sector?  
There have been recent efforts to bring social policies into the 21st century including Federal, Provincial and Regional initiatives and agreements, particularly in early learning and child care and affordable housing.  Income tested supports such as the National Child Benefit have been introduced and parental benefits have been reformed.

Canada (and Niagara) have many strengths – we’re culturally rich, the employment rate is healthy, our young people are among the best educated in the world, our poverty rate among seniors is among the lowest in the world, and our high participation of women in the workforce is lifting up family income levels.

However, we are also challenged - inequalities remain between the young and the old, the Canadian-born and the newcomers, the highly educated and the poorly educated, and the single income earners and the dual income earners.  We may be ill-equipped to address today’s challenges, but if we don’t act, the divide may widen. 
We need to stay committed and start thinking about the ways in which we can affect change. Partnerships.  Open-mindedness.  Collaboration.  Together, we can stop the cracks from turning into fractures.
Collaboration and partnerships are powerful tools.  All the sayings about “strength in numbers” and “small groups can achieve big things” are true. You live it everyday in your work and I do in mine.
Community Services, like any organization, plans for the future.  We engaged our senior staff, representatives of our community partners, and some of our front line staff in discussions that helped us to plan a multi-year strategy – that will help us to achieve our goals while aligning with Regional Council’s overall objective of building community, building lives.  
We’re now a year into the plan created to meet our objectives. We’ve revisited it twice – as a management group and with community partners - some of you included – to make sure that it’s still valid and that we’re on track.  
One of our key goals is to:
· Enhance the wellbeing of individuals, families and communities.  
We want all members of the community to have equal access to our services regardless of age, income, or geographical location. We want to enhance the supportive services that we deliver and we want our clients to have an improved quality of life and be able to contribute to the economic, social and environmental sustainability of Niagara.

We’re working on many different initiatives to achieve that goal. Some of the initiatives we’re leading, some of them we’re funding and some of them we’re just one of many partners at the table.
We fund a subsidized recreation and cultural program for kids which we jointly coordinate with the YMCA of Niagara called Pro-Kids. Since its inception, 4,000 children and youths have participated in activities of their choice that they otherwise may not have been able to afford.
With the introduction of the Provincial Best Start initiative, Community Services assumed a lead role in bringing the community together to form a Niagara Best Start Network and Niagara Children’s Planning Council.  The Council will now take a leadership role in planning for the newly created child care spaces.
Community Services funds, participates in and plays a leadership role in the Quality Child Care Niagara Initiative which is a standardized research based approach to program development. This approach is designed to enhance the quality of programs available to each child enrolled in a licensed child care centre.
Our specialized T. Roy Adams Regional Centre for Dementia Care is innovative and comprises two specially designed bungalows – one with bedrooms for respite care for persons with dementia living in the community and the other with bedrooms for complex dementia care for people with significant behavioural challenges living in the community, staying in hospitals or in other long-term care homes.  The Centre has attracted the interest of the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care and has been identified as a provincial best practice.
And Regional Council recently approved a plan which will allow Hospice Niagara to build a much needed end-of-life care facility on the site of one of long-term care homes.
Community Services is one of more than 20 health service and human service sectors representatives of the Niagara Integrated Health Planning Network formed to assist the Local Health Integration Networks (LHIN) in planning, coordinating and integrating services to meet the needs of Niagara residents.
I spoke earlier of our challenge to keep newcomers in Niagara. One of the important initiatives we’re actively involved with is the Niagara Newcomer Employment Council, a 22-member group dedicated to developing our community capacity to attract, develop, integrate and retain a larger percentage of the newcomers arriving in Canada by addressing their major barriers to employment and investment of their skills and money in Niagara.
We are also one of 12 community partners who have come together to determine Niagara’s need for an integrated community planning process. The group hopes to provide a collective vision of how the community can work together to plan social development and recommend a planning model that would assist organizations to work together with increased communication and understanding of each others needs, mandates and barriers and provide one voice for Niagara.

We’re proud of our LEAP program (Learning, Earning and Parenting) which, with assistance from the Adolescent Family Support Services Niagara, helps young parents to complete their high school education and develop their parenting skills.  The number of grads increases every year and a number of them move on to post-secondary education – really making a difference for their own future and for the children’s future.
Adult literacy continues to be an important issue to address in Niagara. Through a strong partnership with Literacy Link Niagara, we’ve established a process to deliver literacy assessment and training to Ontario Works participants. There are a range of adult literacy programs including those available with the Adult Learning and Resource Centre of West Niagara, Port Cares, Niagara Catholic School Board, Fort Erie Friendship Centre and Niagara College. The results of the programs are skill development which leads to better jobs and financial independence.
Homelessness is a problem facing parts of Niagara – most recently and visibly in St. Catharines.  Community Services facilitated and supported the development of community capacity and the creation of service models in addition to funding short-term emergency shelter options.  A model for longer-term transitional housing has been created and endorsed and is now seeking funding.
And that’s just a snapshot of some of the initiatives we’re involved with in some capacity – all aimed at building community and building lives in Niagara.  I’ve probably spoken far too long, but let me finish by saying this.
Congratulations to all of you – for being leaders, visionaries and innovators in your field.  Your creativity, your commitment and your determination is remarkable.  Your efforts encourage and motivate me - and my staff – and each other.  As you enjoy the day today – meant to celebrate the work that you do, remember one of my favourite quotes:
In the words of Margaret Mead, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it's the only thing that ever has.”
Thank you very much for your time and attention today.  It was my pleasure to be here and to be given the opportunity to address you.
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