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PREFACE 

This publication is the result of a learning circles series initiated by the Carold 
Institute in 2004. 

Since its inception in 1989, the Institute’s mission has been to help involve 
citizens more deeply in social change and to further the understanding of vol-
untary action and voluntary organizations in Canada. In order to fulfill this 
mission, one of our main programming goals has been to understand the evolu-
tion of volunteerism by creating spaces in which civil society practitioners can 
openly reflect on their work and express their ideas. The “Building Local and 
Global Democracy” project arose from this focus and through it the initiative 
attempted to define how the growing link between local and global realities 
impact different forms of local citizen engagement. 

The project, from its inception to the present, is the result of the continued 
and dynamic interaction among all those involved. With the help of the Mon-
tréal International Forum (FIM) and a select group of (mainly) Canadian and 
international civil society practitioners, educators and activists, the Carold In-
stitute has been coordinating this initiative for the past two years. 

In 2004 and 2005, the project benefited from three professionally facilitated 
seminars to encourage the exchange of ideas. Group members also partici-
pated in an international conference organized by FIM, entitled ‘’Global De-
mocracy: Civil Society Visions and Strategies (G05),’’ held from May 29 to 
June 1, 2005. The event confirmed the inescapable link between local and 
global democracy for most of the Carold group participants. 

Together, the participants examined the links between local democratization 
initiatives within the framework of increasing global security concerns and 
their impact on national policy and social activism geared to creating a more 
participatory democracy. The richness of this project comes from the diversity 
of knowledge and experiences of the invited participants and the important 
lessons derived through sharing the creative processes involved in building 
democratic spaces. The learning circle series itself is an example of how such 



B U I L D I N G  L O C A L  A N D  G L O B A L  D E M O C R A C Y  

6  

as space can exist when time, energy and resources are voluntarily given by 
individuals to engage one another in open dialogue. 

The Carold Board would like to thank everyone involved: the authors, Re-
becca Abers, Christine Laliberté, Punam Khosla, Mark Selman, Sidney Ri-
baux and Yves Vaillancourt, for their excellent papers, and the invited par-
ticipants, Peter Broder, Anyle Coté, Trish Grant, Kirsten Grant, Kent Hall, 
Arpi Hamalian, Amir Hussain, Thomas Ponniah and Ellis Ross, for their in-
sights. We would also like to express our gratitude to Lyse Blanchard for guid-
ing us through our discussions in a thought-provoking and creative manner, 
and to Despina Sourias and Mario Lavoie for providing Carold with the neces-
sary support throughout the whole project. 

We hope that the publication has captured the innovative and dynamic na-
ture of our exchanges. 

Alan Thomas 

Founding President, on behalf of the Carold Institute’s Board of Directors  

 



 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Diane Laberge, Member of the Board of Directors, Carold Institute 

It is difficult to sum up in a few words the wealth of in-depth thinking and 
debate that extended over nearly two years and that involved so many meet-
ings, discoveries, lessons and, naturally, questions. Without repeating the re-
marks made by the President of the Carold Institute in the preceding pages, it 
seems to me important, in introducing this publication, to recall the ambitions 
that gave birth to the project, and the highly original nature of its approach. 

The basic questions addressed by members of the Board of Directors of the 
Carold Institute have much to do with our commitment to action as adult 
educators, inspired by a vision of adult education and of citizen involvement as 
the engines for creating a just and equitable society. In the current context of 
globalization and the spread of the knowledge society, the leaders of change 
have new places of mooring and commitment and can be found in many walks 
of life. It was with a view to discovering these new realities that we held the 
first symposium1 on the issues of citizenship and globalization, an event that 
opened new avenues for reflection. 

Building Local and Global Democracy was conceived as a way of examining more 
closely the interrelationships between the local and global. We chose therefore 
to call upon people involved in various aspects of local life to conduct case 
studies as input for our thinking. We also constituted a widely disparate group 
of individuals who agreed to work with the Carold Institute for two years and 
to enrich this thinking in the context of a learning circle. 

We wanted to develop a more thorough understanding of how to build local 
democracy in the context of globalization. We wanted to identify more clearly 

 
1
 Carold Institute, Canadian Commission for UNESCO, and Langara College Continuing Studies, 

"Citizenship and Globalization: Exploring Participation and Democracy in a Global Context," 
Proceedings of the Symposium, June 2002, 85 pages, 
www.unesco.ca/en/commission/resources/publications_archive.aspx. 
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the role of citizens and their commitment within civil society to building this 
democracy on the local and global scale, and to examine the various ways of 
linking local experiences worldwide. At the same time, we wanted to empha-
size inclusive and pluralistic approaches that would allow all citizens to par-
ticipate in democracy and to find ways to escape from collective powerless-
ness, to redefine the possible, and to share our dreams of a more democratic 
future. 

In addition, we wanted to use this project to create space and time for reflec-
tion where researchers and practitioners could stand back and look at things 
from a different perspective. We arranged for exchanges among various 
stakeholders, networks and sectors of civil society, the different regions of Can-
ada, and other regions of the world. To support this approach, we opted for 
case studies to document concrete experiments of democratization in different 
settings and contexts. We sought to identify issues and challenges in the de-
velopment of democracy at the local, national and international levels. It was 
in this context that the following case studies were conducted. 

SECURITY FOR A CIVIL SOCIETY 

Christine Laliberté in collaboration with Peter Broder 

This first article analyzes security issues and the changes that have occurred 
in Canada since the events of September 11. We felt it necessary to document 
this issue, given the impact those events have had on security laws and meas-
ures in Canada. The article demonstrates how those measures affect the re-
spect of human rights and freedoms, the exercise of citizenship, the activities 
of civil society organizations, and even the quality of democratic life in Can-
ada. It measures the gap between the short-term view of State security, fo-
cused on coercive antiterrorism measures, and a longer-term vision of human 
security that attacks the roots of terrorism: poverty, disease, conflicts, eco-
nomic inequalities, the environment, in order to ensure that all citizens can 
share in the fruits of development. 

SECURITY AND CITIZENS: NEW DEFINITIONS AND NEW PARTNERSHIPS 
WITH LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Punam Khosla 

Immigration and the movement of populations are central to the phenomenon 
of globalization; hence it seemed important to us to examine this question, 
since Canada is a host country for immigrants. This action-research project 
examines human security issues from the viewpoint of women of colour in 
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Metropolitan Toronto. The author argues that the sharp social divisions pro-
duced by globalization are increasingly visible in major urban centres like To-
ronto, and that integrating a mix of ethnic, cultural and religious groups is 
challenging. She demonstrates how socioeconomic factors constitute major 
barriers to full social, economic and cultural integration for women of colour. 
Since September 11, immigration and security controls have accentuated ra-
cial profiling and have exacerbated women's fears for themselves and for their 
children. Despite official rhetoric about multicultural diversity, the polariza-
tion of society and the marginalization of people of colour remain a reality, and 
women of colour are doubly disadvantaged. This analysis focuses on barriers to 
their democratic participation and the full exercise of their rights as citizens. 

CAPACITY BUILDING IN KITAMAAT 

Mark Selman 

This article examines the development of an indigenous community in Can-
ada. We felt it important to take a step towards understanding the situation of 
indigenous people and the challenges they face in terms of development and 
democracy. The author reminds us that indigenous people have been disinher-
ited from their culture and their traditional forms of governance, in favour of 
Western models. He shows that their current living conditions, marked by 
poverty, unemployment, racism, alcoholism and drug abuse, together with a 
culture of dependency, are constraining the community’s efforts to take charge 
of its own development. Economic poverty and loss of cultural bearings make 
it particularly hard for young native people to develop their identity, a situa-
tion of great concern to the community. The current leadership in the com-
munity, however, holds out hope for the future. That said, the author ex-
presses some concerns about our interpretation of globalization, a highly 
complex phenomena that calls for a dose of humility in stating our points of 
view. He is also concerned by tendencies to demonize business that under-
mine democracy and the role of nation-states, and to exaggerate the impor-
tance of civil society organizations as a means of restoring democracy. 

DEMOCRATIZING KNOWLEDGE: THE EXPERIENCE OF UNIVERSITY-
COMMUNITY RESEARCH PARTNERSHIPS 

Yves Vaillancourt 

Globalization is characterized by the swift development and dissemination of 
knowledge and the increasing use of new technologies. The growing impor-
tance of knowledge lies at the very heart of the knowledge society and econ-
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omy. This new reality led us to examine knowledge development and dissemi-
nation practices from the viewpoint of democratization. The author recounts a 
number of partnership experiments between universities and the community, 
within the Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM). These innovations 
were inspired by the vision of democratizing education in terms of access, re-
search and dissemination of knowledge. The case study focuses on research in 
partnership with the community, on the challenges that arise between these 
two organizational cultures, and on the inherent difficulties, opportunities and 
conditions for success of such initiatives. While the approach demands much 
of the partners, it has the advantage of expanding and democratizing the circle 
of those who produce and disseminate academic knowledge. This institutional 
research model, developed initially in Québec, is sparking interest in the 
North and in the South as an alternative model for democratizing knowledge. 

PORTO ALEGRE AND THE PARTICIPATORY BUDGET: CIVIC EDUCATION, 
POLITICS AND THE POSSIBILITIES FOR REPLICATION 

Rebecca Abers 

Porto Alegre is a city that has won recognition for its participatory budget 
process, an innovation hailed as unique in the big cities of Brazil, where ex-
treme inequality is the norm. We wanted to examine an experiment in local 
democracy in a country of the South, and nothing seemed more appropriate 
for our purposes than the participatory budget of Porto Alegre. This article 
explains the way a participatory budget works and the real changes it has 
brought about in the allocation of municipal funds in Porto Alegre. It dis-
cusses the difficulties and the tensions inherent in managing this process, and 
offers some thoughts about the conditions of success that have made it possible 
to maintain widespread citizen participation and trust. The author stresses 
that participatory budgeting is not a technical process but rather a vision and 
a political will. She also poses some questions about whether such a model 
could be reproduced in another context. 

ÉQUITERRE: FROM IDEALISM TO INDIVIDUAL AND POLITICAL ACTIVISM 

Sidney Ribaux 

We also wanted to look at today’s youth, whose concerns and approaches differ 
from those of preceding generations. Équiterre was created by young Que-
beckers concerned about environmental issues following their participation in 
the 1992 Rio Summit. The organization is striving to build a citizens’ move-
ment by promoting individual and collective choices that are both ecologically 
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and socially responsible. The case study describes Équiterre’s values and 
strategies as well as its operating methods, its public awareness campaigns, 
and its citizen action programs. The originality of this organization lies in its 
approach, which takes into account a world that is increasingly individualistic 
and consumption-oriented. Convinced that changes in individuals' behaviour 
will have a long-term impact on changes in society, Équiterre stresses individ-
ual responsibilities and citizen commitment. It urges people to move from be-
ing spectators to actors through simple gestures that enable consumers to be-
come proactive in the face of globalization. The "Buycott" strategy that the 
organization has adopted is nicely reflected in its slogan, “To buy is to vote!” 

These case studies present examples of the practice and learning of democ-
racy. They demonstrate the diversity of voices actively committed to building 
democracy. Based on very different local realities, all of these experiments, 
each in its own manner, offer ways of enhancing citizens’ control and 
empowerment. They offer an antidote to powerlessness, demonstrating true 
attachment to democracy and a real willingness to participate in it, and, per-
haps, to reinvent it. 

The Carold Institute has opened a new public space for democratization and 
has enabled all participants to take a real part in defining the project, con-
ducting it, and disseminating its results. In the view of the researchers and 
practitioners involved in the work, the chance to think and “brainstorm” 
within such an open and free environment was a real luxury. As well, some 
members of the Haisla community from Kitamaat Village took part in our 
seminars and talked about their situation, their concerns and their hopes. 
Their presence enriched our collective thinking by putting us in direct contact 
with the reality described in the case study. Throughout these two years we 
have learned much from each other and have experienced true democratic 
governance with this project. 

The "learning circle" approach we adopted seems to us very promising for the 
future. As well, the breadth of subject matter produced a wealth of lessons 
and questions that will no doubt provide input for future projects of the Car-
old Institute. We hope that you will find inspiration in it as well. 

 





 

 

SECURITY FOR A 
CIVIL SOCIETY 

Christine Laliberté in collaboration with Peter Broder1 

THE EVOLUTION OF SECURITY MORES 

O’Hare Airport, Chicago, October 17, 2004. As the line slowly crawls to-
wards the metal detectors, I note that everyone is placidly removing their 
shoes and placing them in plastic bins. Although, by now, I know this is a 
common security measure, I am puzzled!a security guard just instructed us to 
remove our coats, empty our pockets and turn off our electronic equipment, 
but I am positive he did not mention shoes. “Do we really need to take off our 
shoes?” I ask the passenger ahead of me. He shrugs and gives me a sheepish 
grin. “I don’t think they said anything about shoes. I just assumed they had to 
come off.” 

To me, the moment crystallized what many of us have come to think of as “se-
curity.” Measures that, 10 years ago, would have been considered deeply inva-
sive or somewhat ridiculous (“you want me to remove what?”), have become so 
habitual that we now consider them necessary inconveniences. Travelers to 
the United States are routinely photographed and fingerprinted, an act once 
reserved only for suspected criminals. Parents in Japan are enthusiastically 
endorsing the use of microchips to track their children’s movements at school.2 
In Canada, biometric data is gradually being introduced in passports, with 
nary a voice raised in protest. Democratic governments the world over have 
passed legislation allowing them to secretly monitor their citizens’ movements, 

 
1
 Paper prepared for the Carold Institute project “Building Local and Global Democracy” (2004-

2006), www.carold.ca. 
2
 “Microchip makes students think twice about skipping,” The Globe and Mail, Tuesday, September 

28, 2004.  
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e-mail exchanges and reading habits, all in the name of greater safety!it is, af-
ter all, for our own good. 

There is little doubt that we are currently witnessing profound changes in 
how security is defined, managed and defended. Indeed, the rapid spread of 
globalization means that traditional approaches to governance, including secu-
rity governance, are being challenged. While, on one hand, globalization has 
led to greater awareness and thus greater citizen engagement in many parts of 
the globe, it is also challenging existing power structures, including the sover-
eignty capacity of the Nation State.3 Multilateral governance bodies such as 
the UN and NATO are gradually losing their relevance to mediate conflicts 
and shape international policy. Armed conflicts are increasingly difficult to 
predict or contain, routinely spilling across borders and causing large civilian 
casualties and mass population displacements. The growing emergence of ter-
rorism as a form of warfare, where the “enemy” has no known face or territory 
and whose main purpose is to de-stabilize existing power structures, has also 
forced a re-examination of the traditional security framework. 

In response, and under increasing pressure from the United States as well as 
their own citizens, many nations, including Canada, have undertaken a swift 
reform of their national security policies and laws. However, in many cases, 
these reforms have come at a great cost and are now threatening to undermine 
the very democratic principles they were designed to protect. These changes 
are also triggering a deep re-examination of our beliefs and values about secu-
rity: What is security? Who is responsible for it? What or whom is it designed 
to protect? From what threats? And, perhaps most importantly, at what cost? 

The present article proposes to explore these questions, drawing from the Ca-
nadian experience as well as global trends. We will first examine how global 
concepts of security have evolved in the last few decades, in order to demon-
strate how recent changes in security approaches have resulted in a narrowing 
definition of human security, one that often fails to address the security needs 
of ordinary citizens, while threatening to erode many of the fundamental val-
ues and principles on which democracy is built. We will also propose a return 
to a broader vision of human security, one based on the fulfilment of needs and 
freedoms for all individuals and geared towards achieving long-term peace, 
both domestically and abroad. 

 
3
 Nigel Martin, Original Framing Paper for the Carold Institute’s project, “Building Local and Global Democracy”, June 2004. 
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DEFINING SECURITY 

The Webster’s Dictionary defines security as “the quality or state of being se-
cure as a: freedom from danger; b: freedom from fear or anxiety; c: freedom 
from want or deprivation.”4 It is interesting to note that at the very core of this 
definition lays the concept of freedom. Yet, until recently, security had tradi-
tionally been viewed as a function of threats, with the object of security, that 
which must be protected from threats, considerably shifting over the course of 
the 20th century. 

In fact, until the end of the Cold War, responsibility for security rested 
squarely with the State and tended to involve protection from external, violent 
threats, usually in the form of foreign invasions. Under this view, the referent 
object of security was also the State (as opposed to the individual), the pre-
sumption being that if the State was kept secure, then so were its citizens. Se-
curity thus depended on maintaining absolute State-sovereignty through the 
protection of borders and on avoiding conflict through the preservation of a 
careful balance of power among States.5 

In the early 1990s, a dramatic shift occurred. Factors such as the growing im-
pact of violent conflicts on civilians, the spread of HIV/AIDS, and the widen-
ing gap between the North and the South contributed to the emergence of a 
new concept of “human” security, where the primary referent became the in-
dividual. Through its 1994 Human Development Report, the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) was instrumental in promoting this new ap-
proach, most notably by widening the definition of security “categories” to in-
clude economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community and politi-
cal security.6 

Despite this shift in referent to the individual, definitions of human security 
still tend to vary along a spectrum where, at the narrow end, human security 
is mostly concerned with protecting the individual from specific, violent 
threats such as armed conflict, ethnic discord, State failure, small arms traf-
ficking, etc.7 At the broader end of the spectrum, human security is concerned 
with addressing a wide array of human needs and freedoms designed to ensure 
the well-being of the individual, as well as protecting individuals from threats. 
This is the view espoused by the Commission on Human Security, an initia-

 
4
 Webster's New Ninth Collegiate Dictionary, Thomas Allen & Son, Markham Ontario, 1988, p. 1062. 

5
 Taylor Owen. “Challenges and opportunities for defining and measuring human security,” www.unidir.org/pdf/articles/pdf-

art2138.pdf 
6
 UNDP. Human Development Report 1994. New dimensions of human security. New York: Oxford University Press, 24-25. 

(hdr.undp.org/reports/global/1994/en/) 
7
 Taylor Owen. “Challenges and opportunities for defining and measuring human security.” 
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tive of the Government of Japan, supported by the United Nations, which, in 
2003, defined human security as the protection of the “vital core of all human 
lives in ways that enhance human freedoms and human fulfilment.”8 For the 
Commission, the vital core of life is the set of rights and freedoms that people 
in a society consider to b “of essence to life” and “crucially important.” As 
these may vary across individuals and societies, ensuring human security 
means “creating political, social, environmental, economic, military and cul-
tural systems that together give people the building blocks of survival, liveli-
hood and dignity.”9 Consequently, human security fundamentally involves 
empowering people and communities to make informed choices and to fulfil 
their potential. While under this approach, the State remains the principal 
purveyor of security, people must be "the most active participants in deter-
mining their well-being.”10 

Yet, as the Commission noted in its 2003 report, this broad vision of security 
now appears to be losing ground to the “war on terror,” “[…] as States may re-
vert to a narrower understanding of State security!rather than foster human 
security” and where “under the guise of waging a war against terrorism, hu-
man rights and humanitarian law are being violated.”11 The Commission con-
cludes that “[…] the “war on terrorism” has stalled [the considerable progress 
accomplished during the 1990s] by focusing on short-term coercive responses 
rather than also addressing the underlying causes related to inequality, exclu-
sion and marginalization, and oppression by States as well as people.”12 The 
World Watch Institute confirmed this in its State of the World 2005 report by 
concluding that the war on terrorism has diverted the world’s attention from 
the true sources of global insecurity, namely poverty, infectious diseases, envi-
ronmental degradation, and rising competition over natural resources.13 Ac-
cording to the Institute, failing to address these causes will inevitably lead to 
more instability and frustration among certain populations, thus sowing the 
seeds for more radical action, including terrorism. 

As such, it could be argued that the current trend towards an increasingly 
narrow, State-centered security approach threatens to erode the very core of 
democratic governance. Canada is no exception to the rule. In the next sec-
tion, we will demonstrate how recent changes in Canadian security laws and 

 
8
 Commission on Human Security (2003). “Human Security Now.” New York, p. 4. 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Ibid., p. 5.  

12
 Ibid., p. 24. 

13
 La Presse, “La lutte antiterroriste se trompe de cible,” February 24, 2005.  
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measures have contributed to the overall erosion of peace building, human 
rights, civil liberties and global human security. 

CANADA AND THE “WAR ON TERROR” 

While many factors may have contributed to the growing unease about global 
security in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the events of September 11, 2001 
cemented the perception that the world was under siege and that no one was 
safe from violent attacks. Strongly influenced by the United States’ swift reac-
tion to the terrorist attacks, several countries, including Canada, modified ex-
isting legislation or adopted new laws designed to secure the safety of their in-
stitutions and citizens. Canada’s efforts included adopting the Anti-Terrorist 
Act, developing its first national security policy, and changing how it manages 
international aid programmes. 

ANTI-TERRORIS M LEGISLATION 

In late 2001, Canada passed the Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA, also known as Bill 
C-36), which is designed to provide new, broad and far-reaching investigative 
tools and measures to law enforcement and national security agencies, includ-
ing the use of preventive detention and the right to compel testimony from re-
luctant witnesses. For the first time, the Bill also defined terrorism as “an ac-
tion that takes place either within or outside Canada that is taken or 
threatened for political, religious or ideological purposes and threatens the 
public or national security by killing, seriously harming or endangering a per-
son, causing substantial property damage that is likely to seriously harm peo-
ple or by interfering with or disrupting an essential service, facility or sys-
tem.”14 

Other laws and measures currently used in Canada to fight terrorism include: 

• The Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, which allows the issuance of “se-
curity certificates” against foreign visitors or permanent residents suspected 
of being a threat to national security.15 Evidence may be presented in secret 
to the court, in the absence of the accused and his lawyer, and need not 
meet ordinary evidentiary rules. The accused may be detained indefinitely 
pending the examination of his case, and is subject to deportation if the cer-
tificate is upheld. 

 
14

 Government of Canada, Department of Justice, Backgrounder: “Highlights of Anti-Terrorism Act,” 
www.justice.gc.ca/en/news/nr/2001/doc_28217.html. 
15

 Note that legislation allowing the use of security certificates has been in place since 1978. 
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• The Charities Registration (Security Information) Act, which allows the use of 
secret information to revoke or deny charity status to an organization on the 
basis that it supports or will support terrorism. Security certificates may 
also be issued against charity organizations, under the same conditions as 
outlined in the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act. 

• The Passenger Information (Customs) Regulations, which allows the Canada 
Customs and Revenue Agency (CCRA) to access all information relating to 
a person registered in an airline or travel agent reservation system. The in-
formation may be stored for up to 6 years and can be shared with domestic 
and foreign law enforcement agencies.16 

• The Public Safety Act, which allows law enforcement officials to search airline 
passenger lists to ensure “transportation safety” and counter “threats to the 
security of Canada.” 

As an additional protection measure, Canada signed the Safe Third Country 
Agreement with the United States in December 2002. The Agreement, which 
came into effect on December 29, 2004, makes it mandatory for asylum seek-
ers in Canada and the United States to present their claim in the country 
where they were last present. As such, refugee claimants arriving in Canada at 
the land border from the United States are no longer eligible to have their 
claim determined in Canada. They must await the decision in the U.S, where 
they are subject to detention pending the examination of their status, a meas-
ure that does not currently exist in Canada. 

N ATION AL SECURITY 

In April 2004, as part of its efforts to bolster national security, Canada also in-
troduced Securing an Open Society, the country’s first-ever comprehensive 
statement of national security policy. The policy aims to provide “an inte-
grated strategy for addressing current and future threats to our country,”17 by 
focusing on “core national security interests,” which are identified as protect-
ing Canada and Canadians at home and abroad, ensuring that Canada is not a 
base for threats to its allies, and contributing to international security. The 
policy also identifies specific threats to Canada, namely, terrorism; the prolif-
eration of weapons of mass destruction; failed and failing States; foreign espio-
nage; natural disasters; critical infrastructure vulnerability; organized crime; 
and pandemics. It should be noted that, in a separate instance, the govern-
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ment of Canada has identified terrorism as the most significant threat to Ca-
nadians.18 

In order to protect Canadians, Securing an Open Society proposes a strategy 
based on a greater integration of the work performed by selected government 
departments and agencies in six key areas: intelligence collection and assess-
ment; emergency planning and management; public health; transport secu-
rity; border security; and international security. The policy also announces the 
creation of several new departments and committees, to better integrate and 
monitor security measures. By our gross estimate, the government has thus 
created at least ten such new agencies or departments since the events of 
9/11. 

THE POLITICS  OF AID 

As for many other countries, Canada’s increased concerned for global and 
State security has also affected its Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) 
policies, with increased levels of aid being directed to fund reconstruction in 
countries directly targeted by the “war on terror,” often at the expense of other 
development goals. The Canadian Council for International Cooperation 
(CCIC), a coalition of voluntary sector and international development organi-
zations, reports that, since 2002, Canada’s commitment to poverty reduction 
in Africa has been undermined by its pledge of C$916 million for humanitar-
ian and reconstruction programs in Afghanistan and Iraq. This amount is only 
slightly less than Canada’s annual aid commitment to the whole of Sub-
Saharan Africa (about C$1.2 billion).19 

There is also deep concern among Canadian civil society organizations (CSOs) 
that an increasing number of countries are relying on ODA to further their 
own security agenda, tying aid commitments to military involvement. As part 
of such efforts, Canada is presently considering (as of late 2004) support for a 
joint military/aid Provincial Reconstruction Team (PTR) in Afghanistan, 
which, according to Canadian CSOs, may “increase insecurity for the popula-
tion, CSOs and government personnel, in part because the lines between mili-
tary and humanitarian mandates are blurred.”20 

Not surprisingly, the greater integration among government agencies advo-
cated by Canada’s National Security Policy also extends to ODA manage-
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ment. For one, Canada’s policy on Afghanistan is being closely coordinated be-
tween the Department of Defence, Foreign Affairs and the Canadian Interna-
tional Development Agency (CIDA). Should such integration become the 
norm, it may greatly diminish resources devoted to long-term poverty reduc-
tion in the poorest countries, in favour of other more immediate Canadian for-
eign policy interests.21 

TOW ARD S A N ARROW DEFINITION OF HUMAN SECURITY 

Taken together, Canada’s anti-terrorism legislation, new national security pol-
icy and changing ODA orientations signal that, like many other nations, it is 
increasingly reverting to a narrow human security approach, one based on pro-
tecting Canadians from violent threats through coercive means, rather than 
through measures that “enhance human freedoms and human fulfilment,” as 
advocated by the Commission on Human Security. Furthermore, we also note 
that the referent for security is gradually shifting away from the protection of 
the individual and back to that of the State, where the protection of borders 
and national security interests is increasingly taking precedence over individ-
ual needs and freedoms. This is in stark contrast to Canada’s previous human 
security agenda where, in 1999, the Honourable Lloyd Axworthy, then Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs, noted that the new threats of the 21st century “require 
that we see security increasingly in terms of human, rather than state needs,”22 
and argued in favour of a broad human-security centred approach focused on, 
among others: engagement, not isolationism; advancing fundamental standards 
of humanity; promoting peace building; and using soft power concepts. 

While Canada’s current security policies measures do not explicitly disavow 
these principles, the recent shift is a deep cause for concern. Indeed, as the 
next section will demonstrate, the narrowing concern for security already ap-
pears to take precedence over the protection of human rights, the rule of law 
and democratic governance. This may in turn lead to more global insecurity, 
as neither the root causes of terrorism nor the fundamental needs and free-
doms of individuals worldwide are addressed. 
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IS CANADA TRULY A SAFER PLACE? 

To most Canadians, the security measures described in the previous section 
may appear not only justifiable, but necessary in light of the growing number 
and severity of violent threats the world appears to be facing. Yet, it is impor-
tant to assess the impact that the new laws and policies have had on civil soci-
ety and ordinary citizens, both in terms of their application and of their im-
pact on the day-to-day reality of Canadian residents and CSOs. 

EFFECTS ON THE GROUN D 

As of March 2005, the Canadian Government reports that under the Anti-
terrorism Act23 

• It has established a list of 35 entities believed (emphasis added) to have 
knowingly participated in or facilitated a terrorist activity. As a result of the 
first mandatory two-year review of the list, all 35 entities remain on it. 

• One individual has been charged with participating in the activities of a 
terrorist group under the Criminal Code. 

• One investigative hearing order was issued, in relation to the Air India case. 

• No orders for preventive arrests have been issued. 

• 69 disclosures of information related to suspected terrorist financing or 
threats to national security have been made to law enforcement and intelli-
gence agencies. 

As well, under the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, four men, all Mus-
lims, are currently being detained under security certificates, allegedly for 
having ties to terrorist groups or activities. No formal charges have been 
brought against them. In a recent federal court decision, a fifth detainee, Adil 
Chirkhaoui, was released on February 18, 2005, after spending 21 months in 
jail. He must now wear a monitoring device pending the review of his case and 
faces deportation to Morocco, where an arrest warrant against him has been 
issued, seemingly on the basis of Canada’s evidence. The Canadian evidence 
has not been made public, nor has it been shared with Mr. Chirkhaoui or his 
lawyer. 

The new national security measures are also having an impact on the volume 
of asylum seekers applying to Canada. A recent report by the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees estimates that, since the events of 9/11, 
there has been a 20% decline in the number of refugee status claims presented 
in Canada. According to Richard Goldman, of the Montreal-based Comité 
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d’aide aux réfugiés, the drop in claims can be directly attributed to Canada’s 
increased efforts abroad to prevent travelers with doubtful identity documents 
from boarding aircrafts to Canada, regardless of whether they may have a le-
gitimate refugee claim. As well, according to the Canadian Council for Refu-
gees, the number of refugee claimants may decline further now that Third 
Safe Country Agreement has taken effect.24 Taken together, these measures 
may thus be preventing legitimate refugee claimants from seeking protection 
in Canada. 

The above results clearly demonstrate that the new legislation and policies are 
being used to profile and prosecute individuals, or to prevent their entry into 
Canada, often in the absence of clear intentional wrongdoing!the mere belief 
that someone might pose a threat to national security is enough to initiate 
proceedings against them. This is why critics of Canada’s Anti-terrorism poli-
cies, while fully supportive of the need for legitimate and reasonable means to 
fight terrorism, argue that the current legislation is flawed and deeply chal-
lenges Canada’s fundamental democratic principles and values. According to 
Wesley Pue, Professor of Law at the University of British Columbia, “[…] the 
War on Terror threatens a fundamental transformation of state–citizen rela-
tions in Canada. The inventory of abusive state action includes criminalization 
of political dissent, racial profiling, unnecessarily harsh treatment of refugees, 
a chilling of humanitarian work, and violation of privacy rights.”25 

THE BIG CHILL 

Much more pervasive, perhaps, than the very real effects described above is 
the deep chill that has settled among CSOs and individuals involved in advo-
cacy work, as well as within immigrant and refugee communities across the 
country. For one, the definition of terrorism introduced in Bill C-36 “is so 
wide that it could easily include behaviour that doesn’t remotely resemble ter-
rorism,”26 such as protests. Thus, critics argue, “the statute threatens to chill 
the activities of entirely legitimate protest groups that are accepted as more or 
less part of our natural and cultural landscape and whose activities!however 
inconvenient!we cherish as the mark of our liberty.”27 

 
24

 La Presse, “Les demandes d’asile à leur plus bas en 16 ans,” p. A21, March 5, 2005. 
25

 W. W Pue, “War on Terror: Constitutional Governance in a State of Permanent Warfare?” Osgoode Hall Law Journal, 41, Nos. 2, 3, 
Summer/Fall 2003:288-289. 
26

 Canadian Bar Association. “Submission on Bill C-36: Anti-terrorism Act,” October 2001. 
27

 W.W. Pue, p. 274. 



! S E C U R I T Y  F O R  A  C I V I L  S O C I E T Y  

23 

There is also deep concern about the evident discriminatory impact of the 
new security policies.28 According to the International Civil Liberties Moni-
toring Group (ICLMG), members of Arab Muslim communities have been 
repeatedly targeted for investigation and/or coerced into cooperating with po-
lice authorities, resulting in deep “alienation, marginalization and… a sense of 
psychological internment akin to what our Japanese compatriots felt during 
World War II in Canada.”29 Furthermore, Canada’s security policies have 
“contributed to an increase in racial profiling and institutionalized racism. 
Guilt by association has had a chilling effect on the fundamental rights of 
freedom of expression, freedom of association and freedom of movement as well 
as on the basic democratic rights to protest and to simply assert one’s rights.”30 

The nation’s preoccupation with security has also had a severe impact on aca-
demic freedom and on higher education’s essential role in furthering the free 
flow of ideas and critical thought. According to the Canadian Association of 
University Teachers (CAUT), “(…) the government’s national security agenda 
has created pressure for self-censorship of scholarly publications, has contrib-
uted to limitation of campus discussion of controversial issues and has led to 
barriers to international travel by academics, particularly to and from the 
United States.”31 Institutions themselves have fallen victim to the trend. In 
late fall 2004, both Concordia University and Université du Québec à Mon-
tréal (UQAM) cancelled appearances by controversial speakers (former Israeli 
Prime Minister Ehud Barak and US Ambassador Paul Cellucci, respectively), 
citing security concerns.32 Both cases hint at a growing pressure for conformity 
and fear of dissent within universities, thus endangering the university’s role as 
a space for open debate, free exchanges and the exploration of new ideas. 

In some instances, security concerns have even restricted access to education. 
One particular case involved a young student of Algerian descent, Yasmine 
Behlouli, who was forced to postpone her CEGEP (college) studies, due to a 
two-year delay in obtaining a federal security clearance that would grant her 
permanent residency. Despite the fact that she had been recognized as a 
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Québec resident and had received all of her primary and secondary education 
in Québec, Ms. Behlouli was required to pay foreign-student fees, which she 
could not afford, until her Canadian residency status was resolved.33 

Lastly, it could also be argued that the “war on terror” is gradually shifting the 
burden of responsibility for security to individuals, private corporations and 
civil society organizations, despite the fact that these groups’ concerns over the 
new laws and policies were virtually ignored. Ordinary citizens are now sub-
ject to increased surveillance and incursions into their private lives, with the 
government having the power to monitor air travel, financial transactions, and 
communications. Not only is this an infringement of Canadians’ right to pri-
vacy, it also creates the assumption that a citizen is suspect until proven inno-
cent, a clear violation of the fundamental principles of law in a free democ-
racy. 

Private sector companies have also been asked to participate in implementing 
the new security measures. For instance, airlines and Internet service provid-
ers have had to adjust their information collection methods and to store client 
information for longer periods, potentially at a high cost to themselves. In 
other cases, freedom of expression and access to information have been threat-
ened, as evidenced by a 2004 Canadian Radio and Television Commission 
(CRTC) ruling, which allows broadcasting of the al-Jazeera network in Can-
ada, but requires cable distributors to monitor its programming and to alter or 
delete "abusive comments."34 Needless to say, this type of ruling sets a danger-
ous censorship precedent. 

In the next section, Peter Broder discusses the role played by civil society or-
ganizations, with a focus on charitable organizations, and how they are being 
affected by the new anti-terrorism measures. 

CIVIL  SOCIETY ORGANIZATION S AN D THE ACT 

Civil society organizations take an approach to security that focuses not on vio-
lent threats, but on fulfillment of human needs. They provide opportunities 
for civic engagement and democratic expression. In providing such means for 
people to express their views and address needs outside official political or 
government structures, they can encourage participation in formal democratic 
processes by otherwise alienated groups. In addition, over the past two dec-
ades or so, with many governments privileging lower taxes and spending re-
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ductions over social investment, civil society groups have often become vehi-
cles for the cheap delivery of public services. 

Although many organizations effectively subsidize government-funded activi-
ties with revenue from other sources,35 they now face more intense scrutiny 
and calls for accountability than ever before. 

This is apparent in changes to legislation governing the legal status of civil so-
ciety groups in Canada. For example, the recent reform of federal regulations 
governing Canadian registered charities provided for increased disclosure of in-
formation both by the regulator and by sector organizations, in the belief that 
greater transparency would enhance public confidence and increase regulatory 
compliance.36 Disclosure of more extensive organizational and financial infor-
mation is also contemplated as part of the reform of federal legislation respect-
ing not-for-profit corporations.37 Generally, this increased disclosure has been 
supported by charities and non-profit organizations as a necessary element in 
maintaining the support of their stakeholders and the public. 

However, the provisions of the Anti-terrorism Act signal a marked shift in atti-
tude toward civil society organizations by government, posing an enormous 
threat to their ability to contribute to the economic, cultural, social and 
environmental well-being of society. The Anti-terrorism Act disregards the 
public benefit of work done by them and casts them entirely as a locus for 
potential terrorist activity or funding. Under the Act, accountability is absolute 
and there is no concern whatsoever for organizational efficacy. Accountability 
to government is paramount, and trumps any accountability to the public or 
donors. 

Charitable organizations are required under the Act to screen for terrorist ac-
tivity, since they are liable for any assistance they might provide to terrorist 
organizations. Since “charities lack the intelligence capabilities required to en-
sure that none of their resources would assist someone who could be consid-
ered an insurgent or a terrorist,”38 this places an undue burden on them and 
undermines their ability to fulfill their mission. 

It is impossible to reconcile this standard of accountability with other pres-
sures on civil society organizations. They rely on public goodwill to a much 
greater extent than corporations or even governments. Being mission-driven, 
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rather than profit-driven, their ability to generate resources is closely tied to 
the confidence they enjoy from their constituents. Leading contemporary civil 
society organizations recognize that public trust is fragile and acknowledge 
that transparency and accountability are essential to maintaining the support 
of their contributors and volunteers. Organizations such as One World Trust39 
are at the forefront of setting transparency and accountability standards for 
civil society organizations. 

Legislation that casts civil society organizations as untrustworthy and needing 
close oversight places them in a highly negative light despite such efforts. Over 
time, it could undermine their ability to play their accustomed role as a bridge 
between disenfranchised groups and broader society by eroding public confi-
dence and support for their work. In addition, low levels of public confidence 
will have direct impacts on their ability to raise funds, affecting their capacity 
to deliver their programs. 

Research shows that modern donors often decide in advance which organiza-
tions they will donate to, that they want to see tangible results from them, 
and that they are less likely to give repeatedly to the same organization year 
after year. Contributions are easily lost to competing causes or to donor or vol-
unteer disaffection. To maintain donor support, organizations need to keep 
them informed about their needs and the work they do, and build on-going re-
lationships.40 

Canadian charities and other civil society organizations still enjoy high levels 
of public trust. A 2004 Ipsos-Reid public opinion survey found that the Ca-
nadian charitable sector as a whole is generally held in high esteem. The sur-
vey, commissioned by the Muttart Foundation (a Canadian leader in research 
into attitudes toward charities), found that 79% of respondents reported hav-
ing “a lot” or “some” trust in charities.41 The survey found that respondents 
ranked their trust in charity leaders ahead of business leaders and politicians. 

But current high levels of trust are unlikely to be sustainable. Factors such as 
demographics and public perceptions that charities are not as forthcoming 
with information as they might be, could lead to falling levels of trust in the 
future The fact that the broad powers of the Act can be used to paint the sec-
tor in a negative light serves to magnify public worries about these groups. 

 
39

 One World Trust seeks to make “global organisations more responsive to the people they affect,” for more information see: 
www.oneworldtrust.org/. The Canadian Council for International Cooperation also has a Code of Ethics to which its members 
must adhere, see www.ccic.ca/e/001/ethics.shtml for further information about this code.  
40

 This has prompted donor accountability standards to be set by Imagine Canada, the Association of Fundraising Professionals, 
United Way of Canada/Centraide Canada, the Canadian Council of Christian Charities and numerous other umbrella groups.  
41

 Muttart Foundation, “Talking About Charities, 2004.” p. 16. 



! S E C U R I T Y  F O R  A  C I V I L  S O C I E T Y  

27 

There is troubling evidence that international development charities now face 
particularly low levels of trust.42 This may stem from public perceptions 
associating such organizations with security concerns, through media reports 
and government allegations of charities financing or otherwise supporting 
terrorism. Media coverage has repeatedly drawn a link between charities and 
terrorist financing, although in Canada no charity has ever been deregistered 
based on evidence that it had funded terrorist activity.43 

The lack of transparency associated with the secrecy provisions that underpin 
the charity deregistration provisions of the Act could lead to fear and suspicion 
of charitable groups. 

Given the secrecy contemplated in the Act’s provisions, the public is left with 
almost no opportunity to assess a group’s integrity or conduct for themselves. If 
an allegation against an organization is unfounded, there is little if any chance 
for the group to recover its reputation. The 2003 report of the International 
Civil Liberties Monitoring Group, In the Shadow of the Law,44 describes the 
impact of the Act’s provisions on public perceptions of civil society organiza-
tions and its potential chill effect on their activities.  

A registered charity can face summary de-registration based on a single 
transaction, even when it had no knowledge that its resources were being used 
to support terrorism. The extent of the impugned activity has no bearing, be-
cause de-registration can be based on use of any resources finding their way 
into terrorist hands. 

The penalty of deregistration is more severe than the types of penalties ap-
plied to other entities. For example, illicit transactions through financial insti-
tutions are subject to monetary and other penalties, but a financial institu-
tion’s regulatory status is not put at risk through transactions for which it is 
not culpable. 

The practical difficulty the Anti-terrorism Act poses to charities was thrown 
into sharp relief after the tsunami struck several countries in Asia and the Pa-
cific in late 2004 and early 2005. In both Sri Lanka and Indonesia, entities 
that are viewed as terrorist organizations operated in, and in some cases con-
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trolled, parts of those countries requiring relief. Under the Act, registered 
charities providing assistance in these areas would be potentially subject to se-
curity certificates and deregistration if any part of the supplies provided by 
them ended up being used by terrorist groups in the vicinity. Notwithstanding 
that the government endorsed these relief efforts through matching funds do-
nated by Canadians, the Act was a major legal hurdle to be overcome in order 
to provide humanitarian assistance in some locations.  

This telling example of how counter-productive the Anti-terrorism Act can be 
may foreshadow the legislation’s undermining of the work of Canadian civil so-
ciety organizations over the longer term. Such an outcome has profound 
implications for the capacity of civil society organizations to assist in advancing 
a human security agenda, rather than a security agenda based on responding 
to threats of violence. 

SECURITY, AT WHAT C OST? 

Given the above, the cost of the new security measures is clearly high for Ca-
nadians. Actual or potential results of these measures include the erosion of 
our right to be secure against unreasonable search and seizure and not to be 
arbitrarily detained; our right to silence; our right to a fair trial and to equal 
protection under the law; and our right to privacy. It has also resulted in re-
duced access to asylum for refugees, a right guaranteed by the Geneva conven-
tions, as well as increased discrimination, and racial and ethnic profiling. 
Lastly, it has placed a chill on our rights to freedom of expression and associa-
tion, and on our democratic right to protest. 

Has it been worth it? Are we truly a more secure society? Unfortunately, re-
cent reports indicate that “while there have been violations of essential liber-
ties there has been no obvious gain in security.”45 Furthermore, little effort has 
been made to address the root causes of the threats our government is so anx-
ious to protect us from. Thus, “we are left with the unfortunate conclusion 
that Canada’s new laws violate the very constitutional values that render our 
society “civil,” while simultaneously failing to protect us from terrorism.”46 
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SECURITY FOR A CIVIL SOCIETY: FOR A BROADER VISION OF HUMAN 
SECURITY 

HUMAN SECURITY V S .  STATE SECURITY 

The above discussion supports the Commission on Human Security’s claim 
that “the international community urgently needs a new paradigm on secu-
rity.”47 Such a paradigm involves moving away from narrow and coercive secu-
rity policies towards “creating political, social, environmental, economic, mili-
tary and cultural systems that together give people the building blocks of 
survival, livelihood and dignity.”48 As the Commission notes, this broader vi-
sion of human security is not incompatible with ensuring State security, as the 
latter need not exclude the enhancement of individuals’ well-being and the 
protection of their rights and freedom. Rather, human security complements 
State security through focusing on the individual, rather than the State; focus-
ing on conditions that have not necessarily been classified as threats to na-
tional security; expanding the range of actors involved; and empowering peo-
ple to enhance their own well-being.49 At its very centre, it will thus focus on 
protecting the “vital core of life,” those values that the people of society con-
sider “essential” and “crucial” to their well-being. 

A RETURN TO CORE V ALUES 

Given the above, any human security policy should, first and foremost, respect 
the democratic principles of the society it is designed to protect, as well as the 
fundamental rights of its citizens. In Canada, this means that government 
measures to enhance security must, at a minimum, respect the rule of law and 
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. As we have seen in the previous section, 
this is currently not the case. In addition, according to W.W. Pue, Canada’s 
traditional and constitutional “morality of aspiration” suggests five principles 
that should guide law making: 

• All laws should seek to attain minimal infringement of civil liberties. 

• There should be maximum clarity of definition regarding powers conferred, 
restrictions imposed and offences created. 

• There should be clear and effective channels of political and legal 
accountability. 

• Secrecy should only be tolerated in the smallest possible zone, only as abso-
lutely essential and only for a limited duration. 
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• Where extraordinary powers are invoked in times of perceived crisis, they 
should be of limited duration, renewable only by full reconsideration and 
re-enactment by Parliament.50 

Pue believes that current Canadian anti-terrorism legislation fails on all 
counts.51 

According to Louise Arbour, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Can-
ada is also failing to meet the human security needs of its citizens in other 
ways. The country currently ranks 12th out of 17 OECD countries on the 
2003 UNDP Human Poverty Index and, according to several international 
indicators, is not fulfilling the basic economic, social, civil, political and cul-
tural rights of several of its constituents, including First Nations, single-parent 
families headed by women, and people with disabilities. Arbour argues that 
while Canadian values clearly embrace the equitable distribution of resources 
and equal access to social services, in reality, Canada is entrenched in a cul-
ture of “charity,” where the distribution of wealth tends to be controlled by a 
powerful few, thus perpetuating a cycle of dependence for the disenfranchised 
segments of society. Arbour concludes that in order to fulfill its obligations, 
Canada needs to move away from a culture of charity towards a culture of jus-
tice where fundamental social rights are translated into constitutional and le-
gal rights, enforceable by the courts.52 

A recent public consultation led by Canadian Foreign Affairs reveals that, in 
addition to socio-economic justice, Canadians strongly value human rights, 
sharing with those in need, environmental stewardship, sustainable develop-
ment, democratic pluralism, peace-building, and cultural diversity.53 On the 
topic of human security, many respondents believed that it can only be 
achieved by addressing “the underlying socio-economic, cultural, environ-
mental and other conditions associated with serious rights violations and vio-
lent instability in some regions of the world” and by identifying and remedying 
the root causes of war and terrorism, namely poverty, ignorance, inequity, and 
injustice. In that context, Canadian citizens tend to be critical of Canada’s in-
ternational aid policies, which are increasingly tied to domestic economic con-
siderations and structural adjustment conditions. Rather, they believe that 
 

50
 W. W. Pue.  

51
 In fairness, we should add that the Anti-terrorism Act does contain a provision which requires Parliament to effect a comprehen-

sive review of its content and application within three years of its adoption. This review was undertaken in December 2004 and 
should be completed within one year. However, it should also be pointed out that the Canadian Bar Association, in its initial 
submission brief on Bill C-36 (which became the ATA), argued that “the review mechanism proposed […] is insufficient and a true 
sunset provision is required.” 
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53

 Government of Canada. “A Dialogue on Foreign Policy: Report to Canadians.” Department of Foreign Affairs, 2003, 
(www.foreign-policy-dialogue.ca). 
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ODA priorities should be human-centred and determined jointly with devel-
oping countries and civil society partners.54 These recommendations echo the 
concerns voiced by the CCIC and the ICLMG,55 which caution against using 
development and humanitarian aid as a means to further the national security 
agenda. 

Clearly, Canadians’ view of human security falls on the broad end of the spec-
trum. In the words of one contributor to the Foreign Affairs consultation: 
“Human security and peace must be defined in much broader terms than the 
absence of violence and war. Security includes meeting the goals of equality, 
health, education, employment and democracy. The cornerstone of security is 
inextricably linked to meeting the social, political and economic needs of peo-
ple and their environment.” Unfortunately, as shown earlier, this view is not 
reflected in Canada’s current policies and legislation on security. This is not to 
say that Canadians’ core values are not addressed by the Canadian Govern-
ment in other ways; however, any human security policy designed to enhance 
and promote the interests of Canadians must ensure that these central values 
are upheld, both within and outside of Canada. 

ENHANCIN G HUMAN SECURITY THROUGH PARTICIPATORY 

GOVERN ANCE 

According to the Commission on Human Security, developing a human secu-
rity approach that truly respects the needs and values of the population, in-
volves “rethinking security in ways that place people and their participation at 
the centre” of the process.56 As well, human security should be concerned with 
“developing the capabilities of individuals and communities to make informed 
choices and to act on behalf of causes and interests in many spheres of life.”57 

Unfortunately, in times of crisis, these conditions are rarely met because the 
secrecy that surrounds national security effectively occludes healthy debate 
and citizens’ participation.58 Yet, because responsibility for human security ul-
timately rests with the State, governments must remain mindful that human 
security can and should be enhanced by the active participation of civil society 
at all times. 
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 Ibid., p. 16. 
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 Tomlinson, B. (CCIC) and ICLMG, “Anti-Terrorism and the Security Agenda.” 
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 Commission on Human Security, p. 3. 
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 Ibid., p. 4. 
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 Willem de Lint, Professor at the University of Windsor (England), cited in “Ideas: In Search of Security,” CBC Transcripts, 2004, 
CBC Idea Series.. 
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In fact, community experiments around the globe suggest that local knowledge 
and capacity are the key to building better governance about security.59 For 
example, a community experiment conducted in Toronto in the 1980s in-
volved turning over a sizeable part of the security budget and decisions to the 
tenants of a public housing area. The aim was to encourage tenants to develop 
their own mechanisms for governing security, based on their knowledge and 
experience. The results indicate that the tenants devoted only a small portion 
of the budget to “traditional” safety measures, choosing to focus mainly on im-
proving their immediate physical environment, as well as on developing pro-
grams for children, youth and the elderly. This resulted not only in increased 
physical safety, but also in greater community morale.60 

The results of this experiment, as well as subsequent research conducted at 
the Centre of Criminology, University of Toronto, later served to develop a 
model to police South Africa’s first democratic general election in April 1994. 
The aim was to build on local capacity and knowledge by limiting the role of 
the police and encouraging demonstrators to police themselves, since “they 
were the people with the appropriate experience and the necessary legitimacy 
in the eyes of the demonstrators […].”61 Demonstrators developed plans to 
manage the demonstrations and trained marshals recruited from the ranks of 
the political parties. It is believed that this approach strongly contributed to 
the overall peaceful nature of the elections. 

Since then, Peace Committees based on the same participatory model have 
been set up in several South African communities. Community members are 
encouraged to use and build on their existing capacities to mediate and resolve 
local disputes to the satisfaction of both parties. They are also oriented to-
wards building a better future, by encouraging community actors to devise 
plans to prevent recurrences of the same problems. The assumption is that if 
the right conditions for security can emerge, “then we can decrease the level of 
force we need to maintain security, and we can rely a lot more on the people 
to establish themselves some of the mechanisms by which security will be 
maintained in a community.”62 So far, results are promising. As of March 
2004, 6000 peace gatherings had been held and over 40,000 individuals had 
participated in resolving disputes through them, ranging from money or prop-
erty issues to rape or attempted rape. 
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HUMAN SECURITY FOR A C IVIL  SOCIETY 

The previous examples demonstrate that human security can be enhanced 
through participatory governance, at both the local and global level. These ex-
periments also point to some of the conditions that must be present to em-
power citizens and stimulate their engagement in defining new ways to govern 
human security. 

• Because human security is concerned with protecting the “vital core of life,” 
that which is “essential” to the individuals in a society, it must be based, 
first and foremost, on the expressed needs of the actors concerned. 

• This, in turn, requires giving these actors a voice, providing them with a 
public space that supports the free flow of information, stimulates conversa-
tion and tolerates opposition. 

• Individuals must also have the means for engagement. Opportunities for lo-
cal leadership must be provided, as well as models that can help guide ac-
tive participation in democratic governance. Individuals should be encour-
aged to build on their existing knowledge and capacity in developing 
governance mechanisms to enhance their own security, as well as to develop 
concrete actions that will increase safety, both locally and globally. 

• Education can play a key role in giving individuals the skills to express their 
needs, assert their rights, and actively participate in various forms of de-
mocratic engagement. Education is also instrumental in democratizing 
knowledge, facilitating the free flow of information and fostering critical 
thinking, an essential component of enlightened action. Through education, 
individuals can also learn to make sense of their own insecurities and under-
stand how, under some circumstances, fears can be exploited for political or 
economic gain. In turn, this will allow them to make more informed deci-
sions and choices regarding their own security needs. 

• Research is of course an essential component of education for engagement, 
since it offers a window into the security needs of various populations, as 
well as the different means available for democratic participation. Research 
also plays an important role in documenting emerging models of security 
governance, and in testing whether they can be replicated. 

• Through education and citizen engagement, it also becomes possible to en-
courage dialogue between the various segments of society. This can lead to 
a better definition of the respective roles and responsibilities of the State, 
the private sector and civil society (or the “third” sector), so that their ac-
tions are complementary rather than adversarial, and truly focus on meeting 
the expressed needs of individuals in a society. It will also result in a fairer 
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distribution of responsibilities, one based on the existing knowledge and ca-
pacities of these respective sectors. 

• Through education, active engagement and a fair, agreed-upon distribution 
of responsibilities, individuals in a society will develop greater trust in gov-
ernance mechanisms, which will in turn allow the emergence of sustainable 
and responsive efforts to both local and global changes. 

Of course, civil society organizations can play an instrumental role in facilitat-
ing the emergence of the conditions described above: 

• CSOs can participate in education, both at the formal and informal levels, 
in order to help individuals identify their needs and the means available to 
express them, build on their existing knowledge and capacity, and take an 
active role in creating participatory governance approaches. 

• Relevant research will depend on CSO participation, in order to document 
existing participatory models of governance and test new ones. CSOs can 
also offer invaluable insight into the needs of constituents and the local and 
global trends that affect various segments of society at a particular point in 
time. 

• Through their advocacy work, CSOs can also provide a voice for minorities 
or the disenfranchised, thus providing them with a channel to express their 
needs and participate in the decisions that affect them. 

• CSOs can also facilitate citizenship engagement and debate, by providing 
and granting access to public space, and by developing concrete mecha-
nisms and actions through which individuals can participate and govern. 

• As full partners in society, CSOs can engage the private sector and govern-
ment in dialogue, take an active part in shaping the security approaches 
that will affect their constituents, and encourage a clearer definition of re-
spective roles and responsibilities. 



 

 

SECURITY AND 
CITIZENS: NEW 
DEFINITIONS AND 
NEW PARTNERSHIPS 
WITH LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT 

Punam Khosla1 

INTRODUCTION 

The unprecedented pace at which people, goods, finance and information are 
moving around the globe is changing both the structure and the values of our 
societies. Over the past three decades of economic and political restructuring, 
finance and trade have become the central organizing principles of civic life. 
Public governance is being fundamentally transformed as political power and 
social responsibility are simultaneously shifted upwards to trading blocs and 
global institutions, outwards to the private sector, and downwards onto local 
governments and private individuals (Swyngedouw, 2000). 

These shifts, while contested and uneven in their implementation, are part of 
the powerful international trend to extend free-market competition, commodi-
fication and privatization to all arenas of human existence. As states down-
load, offload, shrink and eliminate their social security and public welfare 

 
1
 Paper prepared for the Carold Institute project “Building Local and Global Democracy” (2004-

2006), www.carold.ca. 
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functions in favour of facilitating the interests of private enterprise, their re-
sources, rhetoric and action are increasingly devoted to issues of “public” or 
“national” security. Instead of bridging social gaps and inequalities, states are 
increasingly accepting and policing them.  

Large cities and city-regions in both the North and South have become cen-
tral players in this scenario. Not only are they the command, control and serv-
ice centres for the operations of globalized business and finance (Sassen, 
2001), but they are also home to ever-larger numbers of people whose liveli-
hoods have been eroded by rapidly growing and widespread poverty. The evi-
dence that globalization has produced distinct social divisions is nowhere more 
visible than in cities. 

The rapid rate of urbanization is dramatically re-shaping the social geography 
of our world. Just two hundred years ago, in 1800, 2% of people lived in cities. 
But with 180,000 people moving to cities every day, the United Nations pro-
jects that, by 2008, more than half of the world’s population will be living in 
urban areas.2 Past waves of urbanization were directly linked to industrial ex-
pansion and economic growth. Now cities are expanding even as de-
industrialization, unemployment and poverty grow and economies shrink 
(Davis, 2004). Slums, particularly in the South, are the fastest growing urban 
settlements in the world.3 

For the people of the South, dreams of a better life in New York, Los Angeles, 
London, Paris or Toronto loom large. But the high-rises of Western cities are 
not all flecked with gold. The growing chasm between the rich Northern and 
poor Southern nations, which has spurred such widespread protests against 
corporate globalization, now extends into the urban landscape of the West. 
Although internal polarization has long been part of life in European and 
North American cities, it is re-emerging and hardening into new, deeper and 
more insidious patterns of segregation and re-segregation. The dividing lines 
are not only geographic, relegating people into slum-like conditions inside ur-
ban centres, but also economic, social and political. International migrants, 
along with women, people of colour, indigenous and working people are being 
steadily pushed to the physical and democratic margins of Western urban life 
(Koffman, 1995; Davis, 2000; Harvey, 2000). As a result, the boundaries of 
citizenship are being erected inside as well as around national borders. Even 
as passports and formal citizenship status become more important, they offer 
no guarantee of belonging or enfranchisement. 

 
2
 U.N. Habitat Media Centre Urbanization–Facts and Figures, available online at 

hq.unhabitat.org/mediacentre/backgrounders.asp  
3
 Ibid. 
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In spite of their growing numbers, people of non-European origin, immigrants 
and citizens alike, continue to be excluded from meaningful participation in 
economic, political and social life. For racialized communities, a simultaneous 
hyper-visibility and invisibility marks their existence and erodes their human-
ity. For women, the additional dimension of gender inequity further erases 
them from the social landscape of Western cities even as their responsibilities 
to ensure the survival of their families and communities are greater than ever. 

This paper looks at racialized and gendered poverty and its effects on the so-
cial citizenship of women of colour4 living in poor neighbourhoods in Toronto. 
The analysis is based on an action research project conducted between 2000 
and 2003. Dubbed “Breaking Isolation, Getting Involved” it was centred on 
the situation, needs and desires of multiply marginalized women living in the 
city. 

TORONTO 

Toronto is Canada’s largest metropolitan area and one of North America’s 
fastest growing financial centres. It is one of the most diverse cities in the 
world and is the chosen destination of more than 42% of immigrants to Can-
ada. Nearly half of its 2.4 million residents are people of colour and the popu-
lation communicates in more than a hundred different languages.5 

Although it has a unique character and history, many of the current chal-
lenges and contradictions facing Toronto mirror and/or anticipate those of 
other cities. In one respect, it is Canada’s undisputed financial hub, a second-
tier global city and a cultural playground for Bay Street’s corporate classes. 
This Toronto!the rich and arrogant centre of Anglo-Saxon Canadian social, 
political and economic culture provokes undisguised resentment from other 
cities and regions across Canada. But, as its residents know too well, the view 
looks much different from the streets and crumbling apartment buildings of its 
many poor neighbourhoods. A recent report by the United Way of Greater 
Toronto shows “a dramatic rise in the number of higher poverty neighbour-
hoods in the City of Toronto in the last two decades, approximately doubling 
every ten years, from 30 in 1981, to 66 in 1991, to 120 in 2001.”6 

Toronto’s changing racial demographics have been the focus of much media 
and public attention over the past 15 years. Since 1990, there has been a 

 
4
 This project’s mandate did not include the situation of First Nations women. The documentation of their situation remains 

outstanding and equally, if not more pressing, than that of the non-European women engaged in this study.  
5
 City of Toronto: www.city.toronto.on.ca/quality_of_life/diversity.htm  

6
 Poverty by Postal Code, The United Way of Greater Toronto 2004.  
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steady stream of statistical reports projecting that people of non-European an-
cestry will soon be the majority of the population in the city. Most recently, 
on March 23, 2005, Statistics Canada released fresh evidence that by 2017 
more than 50% of the population of the Greater Toronto region will be made 
up of people of “visible minority” origin.7 Despite their statistical strength, 
people of colour in Toronto remain, for the most part, at the margins of the 
economic and political life of the city. While numerical representation is not, 
in and of itself, a panacea, the almost total lack of representation from To-
ronto’s many communities of colour on city council betrays a stark gap in local 
governance. Just three city councilors (two men and one woman) out of a total 
of 44 elected from across the city are currently people of colour.8 

Combined with the almost complete erasure of gender concerns from city de-
cision-making in recent years, this has meant that the concerns of women of 
colour, who are nearly a quarter of the population, have not been on the 
agenda for concrete allocation of resources, services and support at City Hall. 
According to women of colour who are advocates following public policy at 
municipal, provincial and federal levels, the situation from the early 1990s to 
the present day has been one marked by rampant increases in racialized and 
gendered poverty, rollbacks of social security and cuts to critical social services 
and programs, especially those geared to the specific needs of women and 
ethno-racial communities. 

In Toronto, multicultural diversity is the overt rhetoric, but deepening race-
based inequality is the covert reality. City boosters tout Toronto as a “world 
within a city” and City Hall’s slogan, “Diversity Our Strength” is used to mar-
ket the city to investors and tourists. Toronto has obvious potential to be an 
international model of a dynamic civic culture forged among people across 
multiple axes of difference. And its inhabitants make the best of these possi-
bilities in their everyday lives, in spite of being diminished by increasing levels 
of racialized and gendered poverty. More than 40% of people of colour living 
in the city are poor.9 That is more than double the rate of the rest of the popu-
lation. 

For women living at the intersections of gender, race and class disadvantage, 
the situation is even more difficult. The issues they face are pressing and ur-

 
7
 Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 91-541-XIE, Population projections of visible minority groups, Canada, provinces and regions 

2001-2017, March 22, 2005. Also reported and elaborated in front page articles in the Toronto Star and The Globe and Mail, 
March 23, 2005.  
8
 Two of Chinese and one of Indo-Caribbean heritage as of March 2005. 

9
 Urban Poverty in Canada–A Statistical Profile, by Kevin Lee, published by the Canadian Council on Social Development, 2000.  
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gent, with average poverty rates of 53% to 59% for single women,10 and rising 
as high as 96% for single mothers in some communities.11 

In this city, as in many others in North America and Europe, an increasingly 
divided citizenship continues to be shaped along the fault lines of race, gen-
der, poverty and geography. This is especially visible in the experiences and 
realities of low-income women of colour who live at the intersections of these 
divides. Their multiple disadvantages combine to reveal an effective expulsion 
from social citizenship,12 even for those who have lived in the city for genera-
tions or have long held formal papers.  

Although Toronto’s situation is unique in many respects, these types of demo-
graphic shifts, and their accompanying polarizations, are increasingly evident 
in cities across Europe and North America and around the world. The dan-
gerous contradictions of numerical strength on the one hand and marginaliza-
tion on the other that mark the existence of people of colour in this city 
shadow the realities emerging in other city-regions. As such, the situation of 
women of colour in Toronto paints a telling picture of a largely unaddressed 
but central feature of the international urban condition. 

THE CASE STUDY!ORIGINS AND APPROACH 

The “Breaking Isolation, Getting Involved” action-research project was initi-
ated with the support of an ad hoc group of women’s advocates. It was funded 
largely by the Federal Government’s Office for Status of Women Canada with 
a small supplementary grant from the City of Toronto. It officially culminated 
with the public release of the project report entitled If Low Income Women of 
Colour Counted in Toronto13 in the fall of 2003. However a coalition of women’s 
advocates extended the work for another year until November 2004, to ensure 
action on the findings and recommendations. As a result, the report was pre-
sented to the Mayor’s office, City Council’s senior Policy and Finance Com-
mittee, along with a number of City Council committees, and senior bureau-
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 Ethno-Racial Inequality in Toronto: Analysis of the 1996 Census, by Michael Ornstein, for the City of Toronto, 2000: 100-101.  
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 Ibid. p. 88. The 96.1% figure refers to Ghanaian female lone parents. Other single mothers facing high poverty rates include 
Tamil women: 84.4%, Vietnamese women: 84.9%, Central American women: 85.9%, Ethiopian and Somali women: 89.8% and 
89.2% respectively.  
12

 I use citizenship in its broadest sense to encompass formal citizenship rights conferred (or not) by the State, and the formal and 
informal forms of enfranchisement (or disenfranchisement) in other non-state forms of governance and decision-making, such as 
private institutions, community-based and civil society organizations, the family and religious institutions. In short, the notion of 
citizenship is used to denote effective, rather than nominal, participation in public life.  
13

 The full text of the report is available on the web at 
www.socialplanningtoronto.org/Research%20&%20Policy%20Updates/Low%20Income%20Women%20of%20Colour%20Aug
03.pdf  
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crats in relevant city departments, agencies, boards and commissions. In all, 
the direct work on the project ran over a period of four years. 

The project design was multifaceted and, to some extent, unorthodox, in that 
it consciously combined policy analysis, research and advocacy. Using quanti-
tative, qualitative and activist approaches, it sought to document, contextual-
ize and bring the urban realities of women of colour into the centre of the 
city’s social, political and economic life. The aim of the project was not to cre-
ate a dispassionate, detached academic record. It was explicitly intended to 
begin the long-term, and long-overdue, task of reversing these women’s mar-
ginalization by raising their issues and voices in the public arena. As the re-
port’s introduction notes: 

Because it was designed to engage women rather than simply survey them, it relied 
on the development of a fairly intimate interaction between the facilitator and the 
participants. Meetings were approached as an opportunity for women to share their 
stories, listen to each other and learn from the facilitator as well as from each other 
about how their experiences relate to public policy-making at various levels of Gov-
ernment. 

In most cases, a warm sense of solidarity evolved over the course of the ani-
mated conversations. Women began to see themselves within a broader pic-
ture of women of colour in low-income neighbourhoods across the city, and 
they developed a deeper empathy with the challenges faced by their neigh-
bours. Women repeatedly decried the fact that there are very few ongoing op-
portunities for them to meet in this way. They expressed a desire to learn, 
share and unravel their everyday encounters with others, outside of a social 
work framework in which they are pathologized as clients with problems. 

Even though it was unfamiliar territory for many, the chance to analyze their 
realities in a collective, “big-picture” framework in a down-to-earth, friendly 
and humorous way provided both solace and a much needed sense of hope. 
Too many women said their confidence is regularly shattered as a result of be-
ing dehumanized in their encounters with mainstream society. While many 
were sceptical about the willingness of politicians to take them seriously, they 
were heartened at the sense of possibility that the meetings engendered. 

This is the specific and unconventional approach that resulted in the findings 
of this report. Although we had a specific design to guide the sessions, no rigid 
formula or standardized survey could have produced the particular revelations 
and insights recorded. They are the result of an affectionate engagement that 
the women, facilitator and community partners all brought to the project. 

As the project researcher, author of the final report, a first-generation immi-
grant to Canada, and a woman of colour, my relationship to the issues and to 
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the women whose lives and views are the core of the work was multilayered. I 
was simultaneously a facilitator, participant, organizer and empathetic advo-
cate. As such, my presentation of the research, both in the final report, and 
this subsequent appraisal, is framed by these roles and relationships. 

THE CASE STUDY!SCALE 

Working at the neighbourhood scale was an important feature of the project. 
Toronto recently became a “megacity” as a result of the amalgamation of the 
inner-ring post-war suburbs and the downtown core into a single political en-
tity. Social democratic and middle-class reform politics have held considerable 
political sway in the city centre over a number of decades. These were forced 
into a contest with the more conservative political cultures of suburban areas. 
Most social services, justice coalitions and civil society groups are based down-
town. But Toronto’s poverty curve takes the shape of a ‘U’ that curves around 
the central part of the city running straight through the western and eastern 
suburbs and linked at the south end by the downtown core (see Map Source: 
The United Way of Greater Toronto, Poverty by Postal Code, 200414). 

Geographic patterns of social housing investment, immigrant settlement, gen-
trification, along with gender and race discrimination in access to housing in 
the city centre, have relegated large numbers of racialized and poor people to 
the private high-rises and subsidized social housing developments within the 
path of the poverty curve. Poor and racialized women disproportionately live 
in these under-serviced areas. In order to engage with them and get an accu-
rate picture of their lives we needed to go to where they live. 

The findings of the research component of the project are drawn from group 
conversations with women in the neighbourhoods, as well as the insights of 
community partners—the women’s community groups who work with women 
on a daily basis. The final report also contains analysis informed by ongoing 
monitoring of policy and political developments at City Hall, active participa-
tion in provincial, citywide and neighbourhood-based coalitions and cam-
paigns on issues of concern to multiply marginalized women, literature reviews 
of related research reports and statistical research, and interviews with 
women’s advocates. 

The following is an excerpt taken from the introduction and summary of If 
Low Income Women of Colour Counted in Toronto. It encapsulates the central is-
sues raised by the women. 

 
14

 Available online at www.unitedwaytoronto.com/Poverty-by-Postal-Code/map-pages/toronto2001.html  
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Mapping the Issues!A Short Preview 

Poverty is these women's biggest challenge and even their tough resourcefulness can-
not overcome the impossibilities this condition creates in their lives. Yet the women, 
many of whom are racialized immigrants, have insistent dreams of better and more 
independent lives. Managing rising levels of stress and ill health, Toronto’s low-
income women try to make the impossible possible. Decent housing is hard to find in 
a tight rental market, and many landlords discriminate against women who are 
single mums, social assistance recipients or racialized women. Increasing numbers of 
women have lost the roof over their heads while many more face an invisible form of 
homelessness in which they are bunking with relatives, barely surviving in substan-
dard, expensive and overcrowded units, which are badly maintained and too often 
infested with pests and vermin. 

In spite of their great desire to work and better their economic circumstances, few of 
the women are able to find paid work. Those who do have jobs find themselves in 
part-time, insecure, low-paying positions with little hope of advancement. Many 
aren’t able to even look for work because of the lack of affordable childcare. Few 
low-income women know how to access regulated care and, where they do find 
childcare, informal arrangements are the norm. Elderly women, many of whom 
speak little English, find themselves stuck doing long hours of unpaid work caring 
for their children’s children. 

Social assistance doesn’t bring in enough money to pay the bills. But it still exacts a 
heavy price as it takes away dignity and privacy through the constant scrutiny of 
authorities who investigate for minor “infractions” such as unreported gifts, food or 
money from friends and relatives. 

Women are keenly aware of their isolation and how it weakens their position. Op-
portunities to make connections outside of their immediate family, cultural and relig-
ious networks are extremely limited. In both the former suburbs and downtown, 
women said they have nowhere to go to meet women from other communities. As a 
result, they are housebound and vulnerable to abuse from partners, children and 
other family members. Some have been in Canada for many years and, despite hav-
ing gone through formal language training programs, have never had the social op-
portunities needed to develop their conversational English skills. 

There are few accessible, non-commercial and secular places for healthy activity and 
social interaction among women, especially near their homes. In many communities, 
space is at a premium and public recreation centres, where they exist, charge for the 
use of rooms and offer few drop-in activities. Women and girls are no longer a des-
ignated priority in the City's Parks and Recreation Department and there are few, 
if any, women’s programs left in the schedule. As a result, recreation centres too easily 
default into a competitive, masculinist sports culture that implicitly excludes most 
women. 
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Transit costs are out of reach for low-income women. Those who travel the TTC 
overwhelmingly report discrimination and abusive behaviour by operators towards 
poor and racialized women. Disabled women have few options other than 
WheelTrans. Pick-up times can be delayed up to five hours, during which they are 
expected to wait outdoors, regardless of the weather. 

Distrust of authority figures is not unfounded for low income and racialized women. 
Around public housing complexes, Police and security guards operate on stereotypes 
and assumptions about poor people. They are slow to respond to women’s calls on do-
mestic violence but quick to harass their children for spending time outdoors with 
friends in their neighbourhoods. 

Few women have even basic information on their rights or the avenues through 
which they can access justice. The daily experience of being treated as a second-class 
citizen leaves some hopeless about the possibility of effecting change. Without ongoing 
support, counsel and encouragement they cannot develop the capacity to advocate in-
dividually or collectively for much needed changes in the conditions of their lives. 

When the stress of coping mounts to the breaking point, affordable counseling is 
rarely available so some women turn to doctors. Class, language, cultural and gen-
der biases mean that women are often misunderstood, disbelieved or dismissed by 
medical professionals. This lack of communication can have devastating consequences. 

Women’s groups, where they exist, offer a glimmer of hope. But they are grappling 
with overwhelming needs and severely limited staff, space and resources. Women’s 
centres are forced to tightly program their work according to the dictates of funders. 
Many can no longer function as drop-in centres. 

Most ethno-specific women’s initiatives are in much the same position as their clients. 
They have little or no access to stable funding, are forced to operate on short-term 
projects with volunteers, and underpaid part-time and temporary staff that don’t 
have a chance to develop their skills beyond their basic qualifications. Larger com-
munity service agencies, on the other hand, largely operate in a gender and/or race 
neutral framework. Their approaches do not address the complex and differing issues 
arising from the women's multiple and intersecting experiences of racism, sexism, 
poverty, immigrant or refugee status, disability, old age, widowhood, or single par-
enthood. 

In all, women suffer from a chronic lack of resources and supports. There are 
very few opportunities for them to engage in advocacy work on behalf of them-
selves or their communities. They rarely interact with other women in similar 
circumstances outside their own families or cultural communities, let alone 
with women in other neighbourhoods across the city. In their own racialized 
communities the voices of poor, old, single, and disabled women are sub-
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merged by affluent and influential men who are readily awarded the role of of-
ficial spokespeople for the entire community. (Khosla, 2003:11-13) 

ALTERNATIVE POSSIBILITIES AND POLICIES 

Although the mandate of the project was to focus on local and municipal is-
sues, the realities of the women crossed all scales of policy and politics. Beyond 
articulating the issues they face, women participants collectively deciphered 
the level of government responsible, as well as the various types of taxes they 
contribute to each. This helped them formulate initial ideas for action which 
were compiled by a project subcommittee into eight recommended initiatives 
for action at City Hall. 

Given the systemic nature of the issues involved, there was some concern 
among committee members that the recommendations not be seen as a “quick 
fix” allowing politicians to bypass the deeper implications of the findings. We 
recognized that sustained political pressure was the only way to ensure the 
ongoing attention of policy makers. It was agreed that the recommended ini-
tiatives be presented as initial steps to “kick start” change with the recognition 
that a strong and enfranchised constituency of women of colour in the city, 
working within and across neighbourhoods, is a prerequisite for a more funda-
mental transformation. Accordingly, the main recommendation called for a 
network of community-based women’s houses which would provide neigh-
bourhood space and social support, and build the social connections and advo-
cacy skills needed for women to organize. As the report states: 

“Backed by support from both foundations and government, they would operate as 
full time, drop-in, community-based facilities designed to serve multiply marginal-
ized and low-income women, specifically women of colour, immigrant and refugee 
women. Shaped as public spaces that provide resource, relief, civic education, en-
gagement and advocacy support, the houses would not provide individual direct social 
services. They would, instead, make referrals and links to appropriate community 
services as needed by participants. They would initially operate during daytime hours 
with some evening events programming, with scope for expansion of hours in the 
long-term.” 

Other recommended initiatives called for improvements in city housing stan-
dards in which “public, non-profit and private housing would be evaluated on 
a pass/fail basis, with fines imposed on those landlords who refuse to ensure 
that their buildings are maintained to a high public standard guaranteeing a 
healthy and humane living environment for tenants”; a transit access initiative 
that would offer discounted passes to social assistance recipients and address 
racism, sexism and other forms of discriminatory treatment on the city’s bus-
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ses, streetcars and subways; an anti-violence training initiative for front-line 
workers in ethno-specific and settlement agencies, as well as low-income 
women's advocates and community activists who are in contact with survivors 
of violence against women; an initiative to ensure greater access to public rec-
reation centres and programs for women of colour through elimination of user 
fees, linguistically and culturally appropriate programming and publicity, 
antiracism training for recreation staff, and women-only sports and fitness ac-
tivities; a multilingual information campaign to increase access to all city serv-
ices and programs; a public health review of the issues women of colour face in 
accessing health services; and support for a community-based, cross-cultural 
women’s social planning body mandated to address the cross-cutting needs of 
low-income, racialized and marginalized women. 

OUTCOMES AT CITY HALL 

The report’s findings and recommendations were supported in principle by 
City Council’s Policy and Finance Committee in July 2004 and each of the 
recommendations was sent to their appropriate committee for implementation 
and, where necessary, consideration for funding under the 2005 budget proc-
ess. During this period, a coalition of women’s advocates met with the Mayor’s 
office, City Councilors, and senior bureaucrats to follow up on the recommen-
dations. At minimum, the report succeeded in drawing attention to the issues 
and sparking some long overdue discussion of the situation of low-income 
women of colour in Toronto. As predicted, in most cases the interest was 
short-lived and tended to ebb and flow in tandem with the extent of media 
coverage. 

The issue of systemic racism against people of colour on the transit system 
generated the biggest controversy. Transit management and the union repre-
senting operators reacted vehemently and defensively, denying any possibility 
of racist practices and painting themselves as the victims of aggressive and vio-
lent riders. The call for an inquiry into systemic discrimination was initially 
supported by members of the Transit Commission, but was ultimately 
eclipsed by budget considerations and calls for federal and provincial govern-
ments to address the lack of funding for the system. 

The greatest resistance came from the City’s Parks and Recreation Depart-
ment, which was unresponsive. It continues to plan and deliver services in a 
largely gender- and class-neutral framework, bypassing the specific needs and 
experiences of low-income women. As a result of priorities set by the Mayor’s 
office, some attention is being directed toward immigrant communities and 
young people, but overall, the framework remains focused on revenue genera-
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tion through the charging of fees, creating “efficiencies” and privatizing pro-
gramming. 

In other areas, there has been some openness to the implications of the report. 
The City’s Public Health Department has taken steps toward a review of sys-
temic barriers to health services for women of colour. The Community and 
Neighbourhood Services Department is considering funding a pilot project for 
a women’s house in one neighbourhood, and City Council has acknowledged 
the need to improve housing standards. Unfortunately, the fierce competition 
for funds and turf wars among mainstream, professionalized advocacy groups 
have effectively sidelined the proposal for a cross-cultural women’s social plan-
ning council. 

OUTCOMES IN THE COMMUNITY 

Some of the women who were involved in the action-research phase are now 
working toward the establishment of a pilot project for a community-based 
women’s house in one of the city’s poorest neighbourhoods. The hope is that 
this will become the prototype for a series of similar community-run spaces for 
women of colour across the city. 

In spite of the resistance, the report If Low Income Women of Colour Counted in 
Toronto has functioned much as it was intended: as a scattering of seeds, which 
should, over time, take root and emerge in new organizational and political 
forms. Women’s and other grassroots groups have shown great interest in its 
findings and continue to request speakers and workshops on the issues it has 
raised. Interest in the report has extended beyond the boundaries of the city, 
the province of Ontario and Canada. 

It is important to note that in spite of these successes, and given that there 
has been little change in the overall economic and policy climate, the women 
whose experiences and ideas are at the heart of the report remain in funda-
mentally the same position as before. 

BROADER IMPLICATIONS 

The situation of women of colour in Toronto as documented in this case study 
points to the emergence of an effective divide in social citizenship in Western 
urban space. The women find themselves in a paradox that operates on many 
levels. On the one hand, they are isolated, immobile, marginalized and 
abused. But they are also performing crucial social functions, ensuring the 
daily sustenance, health and basic survival of their families and communities. 
Neoliberal globalization and its resultant race, gender and economic polariza-
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tion make the women critical, but invisible, players in Western economic and 
social life. 

Two-tiered social citizenship inside the West is most visibly enforced at the 
national level. Laws and policies governing refugee determination, immigra-
tion procedures, border controls, national security and formal citizenship re-
quirements have been tightening in recent years. This was occurring both 
prior to, but also as a result of, the anti-terrorism measures introduced in the 
wake of the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New York. 

But as the case study and a growing school of urban research reveal, the lines 
of social control, so explicit at the national level, have simultaneously been in-
tensifying in cities and surrounding urban regions. Through multiple processes 
of privatization, criminalization, racialized and gendered forms of segregation 
and re-segregation are creating implicit divisions between enfranchised and 
disenfranchised urban residents. 

When women cannot get jobs or access community services and supports, are 
not mobile and do not speak English, experience race and gender discrimina-
tion in public space, and abuse in the home, the resulting isolation has deep 
social and political implications. The lack of access to public life and to social, 
economic and personal security amounts to a disconnection from public life. 
This privatization of their existence is an extension of the overall processes of 
privatization central to the current conjuncture. 

PRIVATIZATION 

Privatization is a key manifestation of the steady shift away from the Keyne-
sian welfare state towards the “free market” orientation of globalized neoliber-
alism. The retreat of governments from public investments in social reproduc-
tion and collective responsibility for general welfare has meant privatization 
and spending cutbacks, which have reduced the availability of social assis-
tance, healthcare, public housing, public transit, legal aid, public space, and 
community services and supports at all levels of governance. 

These rollbacks in social services and programs shift responsibility onto “fami-
lies,” and the work defaults to women who are forced to pick up the slack. The 
critical, health, eldercare, childcare and social support functions no longer 
provided by the state do not disappear; they become unpaid work and under-
paid jobs performed mainly by women of colour (Bakker and Gill, 2003). 

This silent offloading of social functions onto the shoulders of multiply 
marginalized women was strongly corroborated in the findings of our project. 
Across Toronto, in all neighbourhoods, residents, community workers, and ad-
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vocates echoed each other with stories of women juggling the demands of 
poorly paid jobs, raising children, caring for aged and ill family members, 
while negotiating with sexist and racist authorities and institutions without 
legal social support for their own health, sanity or well-being. 

Nearly all the women we met were either unemployed or underemployed. For 
them, a secure connection to the workforce would be a privilege. Sponsored 
immigrants have no independent incomes at all. As access to paid work be-
comes the purview of a shrinking section of the population, daily survival itself 
is becoming privatized. 

Women of colour are finding themselves effectively relegated back into the 
domestic space. They have little time to go outdoors, cannot afford transit and 
even if they make the time and find the money, there are few welcoming 
community and public spaces. 

Public space, services and programs are being effectively closed off to large 
sections of the population. Where they still exist, accessibility is sharply re-
duced either by user fees, limited availability, narrow eligibility criteria, lack 
of information, or systemic discrimination. Many women are bypassed by a 
simple lack of information. They don’t know that recreation centres, daycare 
subsidies, and other programs even exist in their neighbourhoods or are sur-
prised to learn that they can use these services. Racism, dehumanization and 
a rising authoritarian culture are yet another barrier. 

CIVIL SOCIETY AND LOCAL GOVERNANCE 

Privatization does not always take the obvious form of a wholesale sell-off of 
public assets to the private sector. Public-private-partnerships (PPP’s), in 
which the public takes on much of the financial risk of an enterprise, while 
handing over management and governance functions to arms-length organiza-
tions, are increasingly popular.15 Decision-making is taken out of the realm of 
public institutions (Swngedouw, 2000). Non-profit “civil society” organiza-
tions are also being utilized as low-cost alternatives to government-run social 
programs. They are rarely provided with the funds required to adequately op-
erate the services they are contracted to provide. In a bid to save programs 
that might otherwise be completely eliminated, they find themselves becom-
ing private non-profit managers of under-funded services dependent on large 
amounts of volunteer labour. Although they are arguably closer to communi-
ties in some respects, these groups have less public accountability require-

 
15

 According to UN Habitat’s State of the World’s Cities, 2001, 63% of the world’s cities have established public-private partner-
ships since 1996.  
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ments than the public sector. As Lake and Newman point out in their work 
on the “shadow state”: 

While the growing size and importance of the not-for-profit sector have been widely 
noted, less attention has been focused on the implications of this trend for meaning 
and consequences of citizenship. If non-profit institutions are increasingly assuming 
functions of the state but access to, and participation in the shadow state are unevenly 
distributed, the result may be selective disenfranchisement or differential citizenship. 
Furthermore the negative effects of such differential citizenship are likely to fall most 
directly on those segments of the population that are most dependent on the services 
and functions that have been transferred from the state to the non-profit sector. 
(Lake and Newman, 2002:09) 

Differential citizenship is as much an issue for “civil society” groups as it is for 
the State. In Toronto, the climate of funding cuts has contributed to a com-
petitive culture among community agencies. As the political and practical 
stakes rise, trade unions and social service agencies with a stable resource base 
have become the influential community voices at the table. Transparent and 
democratic practices within the social justice sector are too often bypassed 
and justified in the name of protecting the integrity and survival of the organi-
zations. Discussions of differential impacts of social, political and economic 
development on women and racialized groups are viewed as divisive and 
threatening to the survival of the community sector. 

The expansion of this shadow state facilitates, albeit unwittingly, the rise of 
the authoritarian state and the shift in public spending from social security to 
hard security. In varying degrees, Western governments at all levels have real-
located public resources and priorities towards policing, border controls, the 
military, intelligence and, more recently, anti-terrorism initiatives. 

CRIMINALIZATION 

Increasing criminalization of poor people, racialized people and women is 
shrinking the very definition of who constitutes the deserving “public.” Stig-
matization of low-income neighbourhoods in the press feeds the impression 
that crime is increasing in Toronto, even as statistics indicate otherwise. Po-
lice boosters have used “fear of crime” to justify American-style pre-emptive 
policing initiatives aimed at stopping crime before it happens. In spite of ongo-
ing denials by police officials and conservative politicians, racial profiling and 
discrimination by Toronto police is now well documented. Targeted policing 
initiatives in low-income, tourist, and business areas of the city involve regular 
sweeps of poor and homeless people from parks, unjustified stops of young 
people of colour, as well as raids on bars in the gay district of the city. In 
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2002, The Toronto Star, the city’s mainstream daily newspaper, used police 
data obtained through a Freedom of Information request to document wide-
spread practices of racial profiling by Toronto police. A subsequent report by 
the Ontario Human Rights Commission corroborates this and documents nu-
merous cases of racist policing. Somali, Caribbean and South Asian women 
fear for their children who experience a constant threat of police harassment 
in their neighbourhoods (Khosla, 2003:74-75). 

Western cities have been incubators for the introduction of law and order 
initiatives. The “broken windows” theory, which advocates pre-emptive 
policing through aggressive prosecution of smaller crimes in order to deter 
larger ones,16 has become the basis of a number of urban policing initiatives 
around the world. It was the driving force behind former New York Mayor 
Rudy Guiliani’s much touted “zero tolerance” initiative. It swept the city 
streets of homeless people, squeegee youth and poor people of colour to clear 
the path for urban gentrification and re-development. Now Western city 
mayors, including London’s “red” Ken Livingstone, are using zero tolerance as 
the basis of stepped-up law enforcement strategies.17 As urban scholar Neil 
Smith warns: 

The danger is that the New York Model will, as in the 1970’s, become the template 
for a global, postliberal revanchism that may exact revenge against different social 
groups in different places, doing so with different intensities and taking quite differ-
ent forms. (Smith, 2001:73) 

Law and order practices extend beyond the police. The discourse of 
criminalization classifies people into “worthy” and “unworthy” citizens, 
regardless of their formal status. In Toronto, it is apparent that those 
implicitly and explicitly deemed unworthy are those who are poor, 
unemployed, or welfare recipients. They are backed by a range of policies that 
bolster the punitive powers of authorities in all spheres of social interaction. 
People of colour, women, the homeless and the poor are assumed to be 
criminals and thieves by a growing range of people they encounter. From 
welfare workers, to Parks and Recreation staff, transit operators and front-line 
community workers, the role of public and government intermediaries has 
shifted from closing or bridging social gaps to enforcing and policing them. 

The lines of assumed criminality are the contours of a two-tiered citizenship 
emerging in Toronto. This second tier of citizens is made up of immigrants, 
black people, people who do not speak fluent or unaccented English, or are of 
non-European heritage, young people, women and single mothers. 

 
16

 Developed by James Q. Wilson and George Kelling, and first published as an article in The Atlantic, in March 1982.  
17

 The Economist, February 19, 2004.  
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Harsh policing, social security cuts and privatizations are rolling back the 
rights and concessions won by the anti-racist, feminist, third world liberation 
and class-based social movements of the fifties and sixties. As the Toronto case 
reveals, the result has been to effectively disenfranchise large segments of di-
verse, vulnerable and disadvantaged populations in Western cities, to the 
benefit and enrichment of a shrinking elite. 

Campaigns for democratization that do not acknowledge, address and account 
for these deeply embedded realities are unlikely to result in real transforma-
tions. As key players in the new paradigm of survival, low-income women of 
colour are critical to any project seeking the democratization of Western cities. 
The need to engage them and their eagerness to participate is evident in our 
case study. It remains for those who have the organizing capacity to take up 
the call. As the report concludes: 

The need for proactive approaches in the city has never been greater. Inequality 
based on race and gender is not new. But in the past fifteen years feminized and 
racialized poverty and segregation have created a ballooning underclass in To-
ronto!one that is falling out of the democratic processes of both decision-making and 
community resistance. Only a concerted effort for meaningful action by policy-
makers, analysts, advocates and residents can reverse the trend. 
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CAPACITY BUILDING 
IN KITAMAAT 

Mark Selman1 

INTRODUCTION 

Many concerns about globalization focus on the growing influence of corpora-
tions, their role in international trade, and the resultant weakening of the 
power of the nation state as critical factors in the (purported) threat to or the 
undermining of democratic practices. Sometimes this is accompanied by exag-
gerated estimates of the potential of third sector organizations, such as inter-
national NGOs and labour unions, to restore democracy in places where it has 
been undermined. More recently, the new security measures implemented in 
response to the events of 9/11 have been added to the list of significant threats 
to democratic practices. This way of understanding our current situation con-
cerns me for a number of reasons. 

The first is that it does not fit with my experience in working with communi-
ties that are struggling to establish control over their own destiny. Members of 
those communities are concerned about corporate action and inaction, but 
they also perceive that governments and NGOs are implicated in creating the 
conditions with which they are struggling. Perhaps the most obvious example 
is First Nations communities in Canada, where churches and the government 
worked together to develop a system of residential schooling, often with the 
explicit goal of undermining indigenous cultures. The emotional, psychological 
and sexual abuse suffered in those institutions continues to have a significant 

 
1
 Paper prepared for the Carold Institute project “Building Local and Global Democracy” (2004-

2006), www.carold.ca. 
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impact on many aboriginal communities and to undermine the capacity of 
many individuals to shape their own lives. 

The second reason is that the separation of organizations into “good” and “evil” 
according to their economic form does not correspond to my experience of how 
organizations work. Although much is made of the fact that corporations are 
driven purely by the profit motive and that any actions other than those that 
maximize shareholder value are unethical within the context of a corporation, 
it is commonplace in the corporate world for companies to recognize that they 
have obligations to a wider set of stakeholders. Sadly, it is also commonplace to 
see government organizations and even voluntary sector organizations behave 
very badly or even corruptly in order to gain individual advantages or to pro-
tect organizational interests. Any goal, be it the well-being of the members of 
one’s group, the protection of natural habitat, or the education of citizens, may 
be pursued without due regard for other goals and other people. It would ap-
pear that neither virtue nor its opposites reside in any particular organiza-
tional form. 

The third reason is that treating corporations as the problem and third sector 
organizations as the solution may result in ignoring resources that could be 
useful for communities trying to become more autonomous. It also places an 
unreasonable burden on those organizations. There are many cases in which 
all sectors of society have contributed to creating undemocratic situations. It 
should be seen as a shared responsibility among all sectors of society to address 
them. 

The fourth reason is that, although the new security measures may be un-
democratic, disproportionate focus on them could distract us from some of the 
root causes of the inability of many communities to become more democratic 
and more in control of shaping their own destinies. In my experience, for 
communities facing these types of extreme challenges, the most obvious factors 
that undermine self-determination are poverty, drug and alcohol abuse, lack of 
employment, racism, and parochial programs that provide social services only 
at the expense of community control. In such cases, democratic issues such as 
the nature of representation, decision-making powers, and other procedural is-
sues are swamped by the paralyzing effects of poverty and a culture of de-
pendency. 

The fifth reason is that globalization is a complex phenomenon that is com-
prised of major streams, but also crosscurrents and eddies. While the global-
ization of trade and the subsequent increase in corporate capacity to shift re-
sources and benefits from nation to nation, sometimes without regard for the 
welfare of the countries and the communities involved, is a major aspect, we 
have also seen counter-currents. These include the slow but significant devel-
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opment of international justice and human rights. International NGOs or con-
sortia of NGOs are able to exchange information and collaborate on tactics 
through some of the same information systems that have enabled growth in 
global trade. Knowledge and access to technology have also been globalized, 
sometimes to improve health care and make other positive changes, sometimes 
at the expense of local cultures and practices. In this kind of complex and 
massive state of flux, it is tempting to latch onto a relatively simple analysis 
that can motivate action. It is also tempting to find an explanation that cre-
ates clear villains and which exonerates us and the people we know who ap-
proach their work with sincerity and commitment. Both globalization and 
democratic practices are complex and contested phenomena. We should 
therefore be respectful of different viewpoints and humble about the limita-
tions of our own. Oversimplification of the issues is likely to lead us to miss 
what may be valuable in other ways of seeing and to lack sufficient perspective 
of our own views to be self-critical. 

My work with the Haisla First Nation in Kitamaat Village provides one 
touchstone for my thinking in this area. I have been involved in helping the 
community address capacity-building issues for the last two years. This work 
is fundamentally important and challenging. My hope is that discussion of this 
paper will lead to new ways of thinking about this challenge.2 In the interests 
of full disclosure, Alcan, the Vancouver Foundation, and Western Economic 
Diversification have funded my work in Kitamaat Village. 

KITAMAAT VILLAGE 

The Haisla First Nation has a heritage as a trading nation. Although it fought 
when necessary, it prospered primarily through harvesting rich resources on its 
traditional lands, especially oolichan, a type of fish used mainly to make oil,3 
and by trading this and other commodities along the Pacific Coast. 

The area frequented by members of the Haisla Nation includes the Kitimat 
Valley, which since the 1950s has been the home of the town of Kitimat 
(population 11,000) and the Alcan aluminum smelter. It was the presence of 
the smelter and the huge Kemano power plant, supplied with water diverted 
from the Nechako Basin, that brought about the creation of the town. The 
Kitimat Valley is reported to produce 11% of the GDP of the province of Brit-
ish Columbia, although less than 3% of the population lives there. 

 
2
 Ellis Ross, Councilor, helped me with the presentation of a draft version of this paper in an effort to avoid the worst risks of speak-

ing for a community of which I am a friend, but not a part. Ken Hall, Councilor, assisted with delivery at GO5. 
3
 www.nanakila.ca/oolichan.  
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Currently, the centre of the Haisla First Nation is the Village of Kitamaat, lo-
cated near the head of Douglas Channel, a 90 km-long inlet that leads in from 
the Pacific Ocean, and about 15 km from the municipality of Kitimat. About 
650 of the Band’s 1500 members live there, with most others living in the 
nearby towns of Kitimat and Terrace, or in the Vancouver area, some 1300 
km by road to the south. 

The living conditions for the people in Kitamaat are poor. The problems are 
typical of most First Nations communities in the region: 

• High unemployment!around 60%. Fishing, in the recent past the most 
profitable economic activity of Band members, is now in serious decline. 

• Inadequate housing!neither the supply nor the quality meets the needs of a 
fast growing community. 

• Education!school and post-secondary completion rates are low. 

• Health!all indicators of health are significantly below provincial standards. 

• Drugs and alcohol!health and social problems are exacerbated by addic-
tions. 

Under the surface of day-to-day life in Kitamaat is a set of reminders of other 
ways of thinking and living. The houses are standard boxes for the most part, 
made almost entirely from materials that are common in any inexpensive 
suburban development in North America. Many of the yards are untidy and 
many of the houses need repairs or other kinds of attention. Almost nothing 
reflects the rich cultural tradition of the Haisla and there is no sign of the 
wealth that characterized the Nation only a few generations ago. There is lit-
tle sign even of the wealth created by successful fishing operations only one 
generation ago, now defunct due to the decline in fish stocks. At the same 
time, anyone with even slight knowledge of the Haisla quickly comes to see 
another version of reality, just slightly out of plain view. 

The geographical setting is magnificent, with the Village sitting near the head 
of the enormous channel, with hills and mountains rising directly from it. The 
incursions of western construction and materials seem very temporary, like 
stage sets, and the forest appears poised to retake the roads and yards. 
Glimpses of carvings, the odd article of clothing or an old photograph prompt 
the imagination to fill in a picture of a community with a highly formalized 
structure and distinctive arts and culture. Many leadership roles were defined 
by clan, family, gender and birth order. There were proper times and specific 
types of preparation for major events and annual occurrences. There were 
proper ways to ask questions, to make decisions, to ask forgiveness, and so on. 
While Haisla societal arrangements appear to have had little in common with 
western notions of representative democracy, without romanticizing, it ap-
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pears that individuals had the means to address their concerns through an 
elaborate structure of consultation and consensus-based decision-making. 

As with the physical setting, current structures of decision-making and 
accountability are largely composed of imposed or adopted western 
conventions with only occasional references to traditional structures. Overall, 
the capacity of Band members to be self-determining is undermined by a 
myriad of factors, political, economic and social. Most notably, there has been 
no settlement of land claims and treaty negotiations. Unlike most jurisdictions 
in Canada, the Province of British Columbia did not establish treaties with 
First Nations in the past, and only now is trying to resolve issues around land 
stewardship and self-governance. Band councils, as is typical in BC’s First 
Nations communities, are elected for only two years, with elections often 
being decided by a handful of votes. Family and clan allegiances often count 
for more than policy issues. 

Thus, clarity does not exist with respect to decision-making on key issues re-
lated to Haisla interests and is often somewhat provisional, as councils seem 
largely to be in a state of being “just elected” or “getting ready for the next 
election.” Like many other BC First Nations, the Haisla are pursuing treaty 
negotiations, but not to the neglect of economic development, which is needed 
whether or not negotiations are successfully concluded. 

The federal Department of Indian and Northern Affairs continues to manage 
and control many aspects of the Band’s budget. The residential school system 
removed a generation of young people from their homes and communities, in-
tentionally sought to extinguish their traditions, language and culture and of-
ten subjected children to sexual, psychological, and physical abuse. It left in 
its wake a legacy of undermined confidence and shattered intergenerational 
relationships and child-raising practices. Low levels of education, poor health, 
addiction issues and weak economic circumstances in the region, especially 
through the 80’s and 90’s, have hamstrung individual initiative and opportuni-
ties for enterprise. 

In the areas of the economy that are productive and pay good wages, the Ha-
isla are significantly under-represented. Only a few work at the Alcan smelter 
and a local pulp mill and recent attempts to increase that number have pro-
duced only modest results. 

Housing, a prerequisite for health and well-being, is a highly problematic is-
sue. Mould resulting from inadequate ventilation in a cold and damp climate 
has immediate health consequences, often exacerbating other health issues. In 
addition, investment in housing, often a major source of economic security for 
Canadians, does not function that way on reserves under the provisions of the 
Indian Act. The land remains the property of the Crown and houses cannot 



B U I L D I N G  L O C A L  A N D  G L O B A L  D E M O C R A C Y  

60  

be sold on the open market even if they have been built with earned income or 
privately negotiated mortgages. 

The local political and economic context is highly conflicted. The District of 
Kitimat (the nearby town) announced on January 16, 2004 that it was going 
to court to stop Alcan from selling electricity from its power plant, arguing 
that its contract with the provincial government allows it to produce power for 
the purposes of making aluminum and that its practice of selling power, and 
therefore reducing aluminum production, is costing the local economy jobs 
and the provincial government revenue.4 The provincial government has not 
supported that action and Alcan claims it is operating within the terms of its 
agreement. While a first hearing of the case ruled that the District has no 
standing to pursue a suit against Alcan, it has stated its intention to re-launch 
its case in a new way. 

Relationships between Alcan and Kitamaat Village are better, although some 
outstanding issues exist. They have signed a protocol agreement to deal with 
matters of mutual interest and have concluded arrangements to transfer land 
owned by Alcan near Kitamaat Village to the Band, but a number of conten-
tious issues remain with respect to land use and the environment. Negotia-
tions regarding similar issues are ongoing between the Band and other major 
local businesses. 

Relations between the Village of Kitamaat and the District of Kitimat have 
also been strained around several issues, with little sign that the District sees 
the Village as a potentially important partner in needed economic diversifica-
tion. 

HOPE FOR THE FUTURE 

On October 5, 2004, Steve Wilson, the Chief Councilor of Kitamaat Village 
convened a meeting of representatives of major partners and potential partners 
in economic development and capacity building. A second meeting has since 
been held. Representatives of local and provincial government, multinational 
corporations including Alcan and Enbridge, other local employers in tourism 
and forestry, providers of professional services, funding agencies, and educa-
tional institutions were all represented. The Village was represented by coun-
cilors, hereditary chiefs and Band members. 

Chief Wilson reported that over the last three years, the Band had taken con-
trol over its finances, eliminating a significant debt, and negotiating a Forestry 
 

4
 The District of Kitimat’s view of this matter is presented in a series of documents at  

city.kitimat.bc.ca/index.php/CityNews/PowerSales. 
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Agreement that provides security for a line of credit so that the Haisla can in-
vest in business opportunities. He outlined a strategy of economic develop-
ment through partnerships with successful existing businesses and the crea-
tion of an economic development corporation that would operate 
independently of the elected council, but with significant input from appoint-
ees of the hereditary chiefs. Economic plans include a focus on ecotourism, 
land-use management, forestry, and aquaculture, and are being pursued in 
part through an alliance with other First Nations in the region. 

All parties were invited to contribute their thoughts on how economic devel-
opment opportunities could be successfully pursued and how resources could 
be mobilized to build capacity. This in turn would contribute to success in es-
tablishing enterprises and more effective operation of the Band. By all appear-
ances, most organizations in attendance are committed to following up. 

At present, the Council has established a task force charged with continuing 
the process with capacity-building initiatives. These include: 

• a preschool program to prepare parents and youth for school success; 

• more active counselling for senior high school students about the relation-
ship between course selection and career options; 

• a program to assess and improve how the community school and the rest of 
the school system serves Haisla youth; 

• a job preparation program to assist career entry, linked to local employer 
requirements; 

• an ongoing management program for Band managers and emerging manag-
ers of economic development projects; 

• a centre to provide support and encouragement to would-be entrepreneurs; 

• a housing project aimed at remediation and new construction, to ensure 
that Haisla develop skills in the construction business and trades and the 
establishment of higher standards. 

DISCUSSION 

In looking at the issues and circumstances in Kitamaat through the lenses of 
learning, voluntary action, citizenship and globalization, a complex picture 
emerges. 

Historically, the capacity of the Haisla to shape their own destiny has been in-
terfered with, primarily through government action and inaction. The policy 
of the Canadian government was (sometimes overtly and sometimes not) to 
control indigenous peoples and limit their opportunity to involve themselves in 
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economic development. Often it was explicitly assimilationist. But it was not 
through government action alone that the peoples of the Northwest Coast 
were reduced from self-governing and economically self-sufficient nations to 
cultures of dependency, in all too many cases. The third sector, especially 
through church-sponsored organizations, played a major role in many of the 
activities that most harmed these communities, including the residential 
schools. Public educational institutions, in spite of some notable efforts by in-
dividuals, have largely failed to seriously address their obligation to correct 
these deficiencies. Too many aboriginal children are being left behind in our 
educational systems. For the most part, educational institutions will make 
special arrangements to address First Nations priorities only when funding is 
available for that purpose. 

Today, one could argue that every sector of society could and should be doing 
more to assist the First Nations, including the Haisla, to return to a state 
where they can make independent decisions about their priorities and negoti-
ate with other parties about matters that affect them. This is certainly true for 
corporations that have benefited from access to traditional First Nations land 
and resources, and, in many cases, done severe harm to the ecosystems that 
supported those Nations, while governments have mostly stood by passively. 

Efforts by the third sector have also been wanting. Unions, for example, are of-
ten part of the problem when programs are created to assist members of dis-
advantaged groups to secure employment. Unions in the Kitimat area have 
certainly not been proactive in reaching out to First Nations, understandably 
perhaps, in light of declining workforces in most major plants. 

Environmental groups are often interested in working with First Nations to 
accomplish their goals. However, many First Nations see them as opportunists 
who are with them when their interests coincide, but who are unwilling to in-
vest in long-term capacity building and very quick to withdraw if First Na-
tions consider involvement in economic development that does not fit their 
objectives. From a First Nations’ perspective, large environmental organiza-
tions seem to be able to attract a lot of money to preserve forest land but often 
little of it or the expertise required to monitor and preserve the land are trans-
ferred to their communities. Since many environmental groups with extensive 
resources are not local, their objectives may be aligned in terms of environ-
mental protection, but there may be little attachment to the importance of 
community development or community well-being as an aspect of sustainabil-
ity. 

So, is globalization part of the problem in Kitamaat? There is no doubt it is, 
given that global markets for aluminum, pulp and paper, electrical power and 
fish have driven many of the changes that have adversely affected resources 



! C A P A C I T Y  B U I L D I N G  I N  K I T A M A A T  

63 

available to the Haisla from their environment. But when it comes to ongoing 
obstacles blocking a return to the self-determining, economically self-sufficient 
nation that the Haisla once were, it would appear that corporate globalization 
is only a part of the story and that every sector could do more to fulfill its obli-
gations toward those it has harmed. 

What is needed to go forward? Internally, the Haisla Nation has wisely fo-
cused on three major objectives: 

• Building relationships with partners, which include major employers, 
companies with proposed projects in the area, and educational providers 
who can support capacity building. 

• Capacity building itself!developing the internal resources to manage serv-
ices, governance and economic development projects. 

• Separating politics and economic development through the creation of an 
economic development corporation with some autonomy from the Band 
Council. 

Viewed in light of these goals, the kind of multi-stakeholder meetings orga-
nized by the Chief Councilor and the Council of Kitamaat could be seen as a 
new democratic form. Implicit in it is acknowledgement that governments, 
corporations and third sector organizations are all needed in our present state 
of development to address questions of social justice and the building of civil 
society.5 Cooperation will be required if the various dimensions of a sustain-
able, self-determining future are to be available for the Haisla. Understanding 
the need for and role of corporate business development as a part of building 
this future is critical. 

It would be naïve to imagine that all these kinds of organizations will cooper-
ate simply in the interests of social justice. All will bring their own agendas. 
There will be imbalances of power, as there always have been in any attempts 
to build more just and democratic societies. Corporations will pursue profit-
ability; governments will pursue the support of citizens; and non-profit organi-
zations will pursue their specified purposes in light of resources available. 
They will all do this with their own interests in mind, only sometimes miti-
gated by their relationships and commitments to the interests of others. What 
this suggests is that those working in and with communities think about the 
factors that might influence organizations to be better or worse partners. This 
kind of strategic analysis is certainly being done by corporate organizations, 
and likely ought to be a more explicit part of plans made by communities in-

 
5
 There are many other examples of such multi-party attempts to address civic, social and environmental issues. The Fraser Basin 

Council, which explicitly recognizes the input of all three sectors in its efforts to create a sustainable watershed, is one example: 
www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/about_us/who.html. 
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terested in building their capacity to operate in a more self-sufficient, self-
determining manner. 

While space precludes any systematic analysis of these factors, two that are 
particularly linked to the theme of globalization stand out. One is that an or-
ganization that is trying to build a global reputation has more at stake in being 
seen to work with local communities than an organization that does not. A 
small mining company with limited resources and only one or two operations 
may not be able to take the larger view of a situation, whereas a big company 
with many sites around the world cannot afford to consistently alienate local 
communities if it expects to be able to pursue future projects successfully. 

A second factor has to do with just how expensive it is to move a local opera-
tion. We are all used to the idea that capital in a globalized economy is mo-
bile, that it can chase opportunities at the expense of local interests. But this 
is a matter of degree. A large university, or a smelter that costs many hun-
dreds of millions of dollars and may be linked to infrastructure such as a hy-
dro-power plant, is not easy to move. Being tied to a specific location means 
that a company or other organization has a strong interest in solving disputes, 
in taking the longer view, rather than walking away from challenges and is-
sues.6 

Knowledge of these kinds of factors could inform a more detailed analysis that 
may shape communities’ strategies in building alliances, which may be re-
quired to obtain key resources and expertise. In this way, some of the commu-
nities that are facing the biggest challenges will find new ways to cope with a 
globalized economy, which realistically take into account the roles that organi-
zations from government, business, and the third sector can play. 

 
6
 David Maurasse, author of Beyond the Campus, a book about community/university partnerships, uses the term “sticky capital” to 

refer to assets that are hard to move. 



 

 

DEMOCRATIZING 
KNOWLEDGE: THE 
EXPERIENCE OF 
UNIVERSITY-
COMMUNITY 
RESEARCH 
PARTNERSHIPS 

Yves Vaillancourt1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the course of various research missions to countries of both North and 
South in recent years (in particular, France and Argentina), I have found that 
the research team model based on university-community partnerships, with 
which we have been experimenting in Québec and throughout Canada since 
the 1990s, has aroused great interest among researchers, practitioners and 
policymakers, who see it as a very innovative approach. The novelty of this ap-
proach is not that university researchers are forging alliances with social activ-
ists and decision-makers of civil society to produce and disseminate knowl-
edge!this has been going on here and elsewhere for several decades. What is 

 
1
 Paper prepared for the Carold Institute project “Building Local and Global Democracy” (2004-

2006), www.carold.ca. 
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new is that these practices have become institutionalized to the point that 
universities no longer see them as an experimental sideline. 

Such institutionalization occurred when granting councils opened themselves 
to the possibility of supporting research partnerships and funding the mainte-
nance of their infrastructures. 

This has been the case in Québec since 1992, when the then Conseil québé-
cois de la recherche sociale (CQRS) encouraged research teams, working in 
the health and welfare fields, to work jointly; some 20 research partnerships 
have been forged since. This approach is still favoured and has crossed over to 
other areas of study in 2003, since the Fonds québécois de recherche sur la 
société et la culture (FQRSC) began operations following the merger of 
CQRS and FCAR. 

Since 1999, the partnership research model used in Québec has spread 
throughout Canada, leading the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council (SSHRC) to launch a three-year experiment with its new Commu-
nity-University Research Alliance (CURA) programme. Although the SSHRC 
considered abandoning the experiment in 2002-2003, it decided to make the 
programme permanent in 2003-2004. Thus, by June 2005 there were 52 
CURAs underway in Canada, accounting for 4.1% of the SSHRC budget 
(Renaud, 2005). 

It must be recognized, however, that the university-community partnership 
model for research supported by the Québec and Canadian granting councils 
did not appear out of thin air. A number of universities were already experi-
menting with it, and the Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM) had a 
good deal to do with breaking in the model. 

In this paper, I look at some of these experiments in democratizing knowledge 
through establishing partnerships between academic and community re-
sources. By confining my objective in this way I am not trying to suggest that 
democratizing the production and transfer of knowledge is something that 
happens only in universities. I do want to show, however, that universities are 
playing a key role in innovations for democratizing knowledge. 

The paper is structured in two parts. The first section examines three con-
crete experiments with partnership research in which I participated. The sec-
ond part presents critical thought, based on the experiments, about the issues 
inherent in partnership research. The methodology I have followed is akin to 
that of a "reflexive practitioner" (Schön, 1983), drawing lessons from an aca-
demic research career that has led me to work with social and economic com-
munity organizations over a span of some three decades. 
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THREE EXPERIMENTS IN UNIVERSITY-COMMUNITY RESEARCH 
PARTNERSHIP 

The experiments examined here are those of UQAM’s community service pro-
gramme (SAC), the Laboratoire de recherche sur les pratiques et les 
politiques sociales (LAREPPS) and the CURA on the Social Economy 
(CURA-SE). 

THE COM MUNITY SER VICES  PROGRAM ME (S AC) AT UQAM 

(1979/ 2005) 

UQAM was created in 1969 as part of the network established by the Univer-
sité du Québec, a public university. Since that time it has come to be seen as 
a "people’s" university that stresses accessibility and democratization of knowl-
edge. Since 1972, UQAM has adopted an approach of having academics work 
in partnership with labour, women’s groups, community organizations and 
NGOs when carrying out research and training projects (Lizée, 1998).2 

In 1979, UQAM adopted its corporate policy of providing “community serv-
ices” (SAC). Under the terms of this policy, community services officially be-
came a third component of academic duties, along with teaching and research, 
and were included as such in the collective agreement with the faculty union 
(SPUQ-UQAM). 

Article 3 of the corporate policy statement defined "community services" as 
follows: 

All university activities that promote greater democratization in access to and use of 
its human, technical and scientific resources by developing new ways of appropriat-
ing educational and scientific resources and disseminating knowledge more widely. 

Article 4 of the policy statement identified the "prime partners": 

The prime partners in achieving this goal will be grassroots and community organi-
zations and independent, non-profit voluntary associations, unions, citizens' com-
mittees, and other nongovernmental organizations pursuing the objectives of eco-
nomic, social, cultural and community development. 

Following is a non-exhaustive list of the principal mechanisms that this policy 
draws upon. 

• Within UQAM, SAC became an administrative unit with a staff of five to 
ten individuals, depending on the year. Staff includes a director as well as 
four to six professionals who serve as intermediaries between the research or 

 
2
 In this section I have drawn upon the work of Michel Lizée, a professional who has been involved in the community services 

initiative since its beginnings (Lizée, 1998). 
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training needs expressed by community groups and the teaching and other 
resources available in the University. 

• As an answer to its partners' needs, UQAM agreed to set up, on an annual 
basis, a series of twenty 45-hour courses devoted to training work with tar-
get groups under the policy (the training can be allocated in 15-hour units) 
as well as a modest research budget of around $45,000 a year to support 
partnership research projects (Lizée, 1998). 

• To evaluate the relevance of training and research projects negotiated by 
the University’s partners, the SAC unit set up the Comité des services aux 
collectivités (Committee on Community Services), with eight members 
representing the professors and eight representing the community partners. 
This committee’s mandate is to promote the achievement of institutional 
priorities. 

• When it comes to partnership research projects, the SAC has turned to 
comités d’encadrement (coordinating committees) consisting of representatives 
of the groups concerned, the teaching staff involved, and the SAC coordina-
tor, to promote the linking of community and university resources. These 
coordinating committees play a key role in the preparatory stage of research 
projects, as well as during implementation and dissemination of results. 

In terms of research, UQAM's SAC model has made it possible over the last 
25 years to carry out more than 100 partnership research projects on a great 
variety of topics. Lizée reports that: 

The UQAM model has been cited as one that is unique in Canada, one that can fos-
ter collaboration between social groups and academic researchers. But it is not easy to 
introduce it or to keep it running. Building a solid partnership is a difficult task, be-
cause it implies the confrontation of two organizational cultures, that of the outside 
groups and that of the academics, which have different concepts of knowledge, of ac-
tion, and also of time. This presupposes an atmosphere of trust, a shared vision of the 
objectives to be pursued and of the path for pursuing them. It involves continuous 
negotiation, with due respect for the skills and abilities of everyone. Indeed, one of 
the roles of the SAC is to help maintain a good working climate and to keep the pro-
ject running smoothly from beginning to end." (Lizée, 1998) 

The reference to "the confrontation of two organizational cultures" may seem 
strange, yet it makes sense for anyone who has worked in this kind of partner-
ship research. I shall return to this point in section II. 
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THE LABOR ATOIRE DE RECHERCHE SUR LES PR ATIQUES ET LES  

POLITIQUES SOCI ALES  (LAREPPS) 

Over the years, the philosophy of UQAM's community services programme 
has not been confined to the SAC unit’s activities themselves. On the con-
trary, and we may say fortunately, the SAC philosophy and model have spread 
to other departments of UQAM and even to other universities. Over time, the 
partnership model for pooling academic and community resources in support 
of social movements working with underprivileged or at-risk groups has found 
creative expression in training and education programmes of many kinds. The 
idea of the university-community alliance is the guiding theme of a dozen in-
stitutes, centres and partnership research teams, including LAREPPS and 
CURA-SE. In this section, I shall focus on LAREPPS, while the final section 
will look at CURA-SE. 

LAREPPS is a research unit that focuses on social practices and policies. It 
was started within the School of Social Work at UQAM in the early 1990s. It 
quickly became known for the way it formulated the problems of transforming 
social policies and practices in the post-welfare state era. It did so by looking 
not only at the interfaces between government and the market but also at 
those emerging with the third sector (i.e., the social and solidarity-based 
economy) and the resources of the family or household economy. Thus, since 
its origins, LAREPPS has been interested in the social innovations that could 
spring from new alliances between the public sector and the third sector 
(Vaillancourt et al. 1993, 2004). Another important feature of LAREPPS is 
its interest in research conducted through university-community partnerships. 
It has adopted the partnership model of the SAC programme. In its major re-
search undertakings of the last 15 years it has championed the use of coordi-
nating committees consisting of practitioners as well as university representa-
tives. 

The university-community partnership approach has been firmly established 
since 1997, when LAREPPS was recognized as the anchor for a new partner-
ship research team supported by CQRS on the topic of social economy, health 
and welfare (ESSBE) (Vaillancourt and Labesse, 1997). This research team, 
which was interested in the theoretical and strategic contributions that the 
social economy could make to social policy reforms, has won continued recog-
nition and support from the granting councils since 1997. Its funding is as-
sured until 2008. 

The decision-making bodies of LAREPPS and of the ESSBE team are co-
managed by community and university representatives. The community part-
ners (about 15 social and economic organizations) are drawn from the public 
sector, the third sector (which includes community organizations and social 
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economy enterprises) and the labour movement. There are 15 regular re-
searchers from UQAM, UQO, Université de Sherbrooke, UQAC and Univer-
sité de Montréal. There are now 25 research projects underway with links to 
the ESSBE team's programme. These projects employ about 25 research pro-
fessionals and assistants. Several of our publications summarize the results of 
this research (Vaillancourt and Tremblay, 2002, Vaillancourt et al., 2004).3 

In the spring of 2005, I organized two focus groups, one with research profes-
sionals and the other with social practitioners, in order to highlight some of 
the salient features of LAREPPS's expertise in partnership research. I shall 
discuss the feedback from these focus groups in section II. 

THE CURA ON THE SOCI AL ECONOMY (CURA-SE)  (1999-2005) 

The CURA on the Social Economy (CURA-SE) emerged, as did LAREPPS, 
in the wake of the SAC tradition at UQAM. It was made possible by funding 
from the CURA programme sponsored by SSHRC in 1999 (see Introduction). 

CURA-SE is one of the first generation of CURAs that SSHRC has recog-
nized since 1999. It was based on a project prepared by Benoît Lévesque and 
Nancy Neamtan with input from several dozen researchers and partners 
(Lévesque and Neamtan, 1999). At the outset, CURA-SE was given funding 
for three years, from January 2000 to December 2002. It was then extended 
for two more years, 2003 and 2004, at a time when it was not yet clear 
whether the CURA programme would be made permanent. In 2004, SSHRC 
decided to prolong the CURA programme, while tweaking some of the rules. 
A new application was therefore prepared in 2004, under the direction of Jean 
Marc Fontan4 and Nancy Neamtan (Fontan and Neamtan, 2004). Thanks to 
SSHRC's positive response, CURA-SE now has assured funding for five more 
years (2005-2009). 

In contrast to the other 51 CURAs that SSHRC has recognized across Can-
ada, CURA-SE has the distinction of being a consortium-type CURA: while 
it is administered at UQAM, it is in fact established as well in three other 
universities, UQO, UQAC and Concordia. Its community partners, some 40 
in number, are divided functionally into five thematic partnership areas of 
work, called Chantiers d’activité partenariale (CAP). Seven of these institutions 
play the role of principal partners: these include the Chantier de l’économie so-
ciale (Taskforce on the social economy), the CSN and the FTQ. 

 
3
 For more information on LAREPPS output and activities visit the site: www.larepps.uqam.ca 

4
 Jean-Marc Fontan replaced Benoît Lévesque as scientific director of CURA-SE in the fall of 2003. In September 2004, Lévesque 

retired, while retaining his status as associate professor with UQAM and ENAP. 
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The five thematic partnership areas (CAPs) are: Individual Services, Leisure 
and Social Tourism, Habitat, Financing, and Local and Regional Develop-
ment. Each CAP is led by a team of two persons, one representing the aca-
demic researchers and the other the community practitioners. Each CAP is 
supposed to develop and implement a work plan designed not only to produce 
knowledge but also to transfer and disseminate it. The CAPs' activities focus 
on their assigned sector of study.5 

THE ISSUES INVOLVED IN PARTNERSHIP RESEARCH 

The following section looks at four issues: the specific features of partnership 
research, the opportunities it offers, the difficulties encountered, and the con-
ditions for success. 

WHAT KIND OF PARTNER SHIP RESEARCH ARE WE TALKING 

ABOUT? 

The approach to partnership research discussed here differs from the kind of 
partnership that may exist between a university and private (for-profit) enter-
prise. As discussed in the paper by Ives Gingras (2004), university-business 
partnerships have been around for more than a century, although they have 
come to the fore most prominently in the last two decades, particularly in the 
biomedical field. Their increasing popularity has sparked a good deal of de-
bate, and concerns have been expressed in academic circles that university re-
search is in danger of being hijacked and commercialized by private interests 
(Mulazzi, 1998; Rocher in Mulazzi, 1998; FQPPU, 2004; Fournier, 2004; 
Sabourin and Hébert, 2005). 

My own view is that a research partnership between universities and private 
business can be justified and can produce positive results, provided it avoids 
the pitfalls mentioned above. However, I don't want to confuse it with the 
kind of arrangements discussed in this paper. University-community partner-
ship is an innovation that goes back some 15 years, and it exhibits at least 
three specific features: 

• University-community partnerships are not just sideline activities pursued 
sub rosa by a few “activist” academics who manage to get around their 
institutions' rules to pursue research for and with disadvantaged groups. On 
the contrary, this kind of research is thoroughly institutionalized: it enjoys 
official recognition and support from the university (in this case, UQAM) 
and from the public granting councils (in this case, CQRS since 1992, 

 
5
 For more information on the output and activities of CURA-SE, visit the site: www.aruc-es.uqam.ca. 
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from the public granting councils (in this case, CQRS since 1992, FQRSC 
since 2003, and SSHRC since 1999: Renaud, 2005). 

• What is involved is a research partnership, not between a university and a 
profit-seeking private business, but between a university and not-for-profit 
community groups generally rooted in the third sector (or the social and 
solidarity-based economy) and the public sector.6 In the first case examined 
here (SAC), the target community organizations are grassroots, community 
and volunteer organizations, labour unions, women's groups, environmental 
groups, etc. They have less access to university resources than do the pri-
vate sector and government organizations. In the second and third cases ex-
amined (LAREPPS and CURA-SE), the prime community partners are 
socioeconomic agents that are active in the third sector, the public sector 
and the labour movement, and that are also interested in the contribution 
the social economy can make to economic and social development. 

• Community stakeholders and academics alike are jointly involved in the 
planning of the research, in the various stages of conducting it, and in the 
dissemination of its results. Thus, university-community partnership re-
search is conducted not just for but also with community stakeholders. It 
draws upon a process of co-construction of knowledge. It implies expanding, 
and indeed democratizing, the circle of producers and disseminators of aca-
demic knowledge. 

That said, university-community partnership research certainly offers oppor-
tunities, but it is no less demanding and no less exposed to pitfalls than is uni-
versity-business partnership, as the following paragraphs will make clear. 

THE OPPORTUNITIES  PROVIDED BY UNIVERSITY-COMMUNITY 

PARTNER SHIPS  

On the basis of the experiences described in section 1 and the testimony pro-
vided by some of the people who were involved as academics (Jolin, 2004; 
Proulx, 2005c), partners (Blondin, 2004; Proulx, 2005b) or research profes-
sionals (Proulx, 2005a), the potential opportunities relate to the following 
elements: 

 
6
 Like Evers and Laville (2004), I draw a distinction between two international traditions in research on the third sector. The first, 

which we might call the "US legacy," is based on American experience and stresses the non-profit aspect. The second, which we 
might call the "European legacy," is based on European experience and places the stress on cooperatives and the social economy. 
I also agree with Evers and Laville that the international literature on the third sector could be enhanced by some dialogue be-
tween these two traditions. In the Canadian setting, I suggest that Québec shows the influence of the European tradition of social 
economy, while the rest of Canada has been more influenced by the US tradition (Kearney et al., 2004, Vaillancourt et al., 2004; 
Vaillancourt, 2005). 
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• Thanks to the sense of mutual trust that it develops, this kind of partner-
ship research gives the researcher access to data that would otherwise be 
unavailable. It can open doors when it comes to gathering field data. 

• It covers fields of research that would otherwise be closed to the researcher. 
For example, experimental projects with at-risk groups such as the home-
less, alcoholics or people with mental problems can be studied and evalu-
ated with the collaboration of partners who are involved in those experi-
ments and who want to see them evaluated. 

• Partnership research requires the researcher to take account of the partner's 
concerns to ensure that the project is thoroughly "connected" with the real-
ity in the field. The partner's field expertise, which the researcher will often 
lack, enriches the research process. 

• Feedback from partners on results at different stages of the research can 
help the researcher adjust and recast the way the results are formulated, to 
reflect aspects that he may have missed, and this will enhance the validity 
of the results. As Louis Jolin has noted (2004), "the researcher recognizes 
the invaluable contribution of social stakeholders not only in terms of mean-
ings (databases, concrete cases, financial and human resources) but also in 
terms of practical know-how or even theoretical knowledge, as well as the 
formulation of research hypotheses." 

• Partnership research often helps partners to think reflexively about their 
work. For them it has a "mirror effect." Michel Blondin, from the FTQ 
Solidarity Fund, had this to say after working for three years with CURA-
SE: "Despite the difficulties, cooperation between researchers and union 
people has allowed them over time to move forward in their thinking and to 
be ready to accept new messages and take a broader view. […]. The think-
ing we have had to do, given the reality of the social economy, has made us 
more appreciative of the demands and the characteristics of alternative ap-
proaches, and the need to pool efforts with other players in the social econ-
omy" (Blondin, 2004:5). 

• Partnership research expands the opportunities for disseminating results. 
"In conventional research, dissemination is often limited to the scientific 
community and very little gets out to the practitioners. In partnership re-
search, practitioners themselves are involved in dissemination activities, 
and so they reach much further" (Proulx, 2005b). 

• Our initial research allows practitioners to arouse researchers' interest in is-
sues of concern to them and in the real problems they encounter in the 
field. As one partner said, "previously, we just played host to the research-
ers. They came and took their data, ran their experiments, and then they 
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went home, produced a short report, and thanked us for collaborating with 
them. There wasn't much for us in all that!it wasn't very useful." (Proulx, 
2005b). 

• For practitioners (field workers and managers), the fact that they are ac-
tively involved in research projects stimulates interest in the research 
within their own organizations. This is especially true when people within 
the organization have been directly involved in the data gathering: "Since 
they have been interviewed as part of the research and have made a contri-
bution, they are interested in reading the report. Indeed, they eagerly await 
the report." (Proulx, 2005b). 

• The fact of helping to prepare the research project allows partners to ensure 
that there will be some concrete benefits from it to their organization. "It's 
a question of give-and-take: I participate, I contribute, but I also have to 
get something out of it" (Proulx, 2005b). 

• Partnership research allows for the sharing of expertise. It is an opportunity 
for "stimulation and interchange" in which each partner contributes his ex-
pertise along with his knowledge, thus enriching the process of reflection. 
(Proulx, 2005b). 

• Partnership research allows us to stand back and look hard at our activities. 
It helps us to adjust our practices in the field, or to "validate" them. In the 
case of the research project on the Fédération des OSBL d’habitation de 
Montréal (FOHM), carried out by LAREPPS in the 1990s, "it led to real 
forward movement with community-supported housing. Ten years later, 
people are still quoting that research" (Proulx, 2005b). 

PROBLEMS WITH PARTNERSHIP RESEARCH 

The problems with university-community partnerships for research relate, in 
one way or another, to the challenge of arranging for two cultures to meet on 
an even playing field, as Michel Lizée mentioned earlier. That ground can be 
tilted in two ways: either because the researchers “use” the partners or be-
cause the partners “use” the researchers. 

The following are some of the problems that partners in the field have identi-
fied (Proulx, 2005b): 

• For the partner, partnership research demands a real personal investment. 
"It is clear that we have to commit a lot more of our time than when we 
just played host to the researchers. That means we have to find resources 
and people, and that adds to our normal workload." 

• When the partner is at the same time the subject of evaluation, tensions 
may arise. Sometimes "you have to take issue with the results […]. As part-
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ners, you may not always agree with the results, and they may not be what 
you wanted to hear. That can cause clashes, and it can undermine your po-
litical objectives." 

• It is not always easy to reconcile the interests of researchers with those of 
practitioners. "The practitioner is generally pursuing two kinds of objec-
tives: to improve practices, or to achieve a political or strategic goal. […] As 
to the researcher, he will have his own interests: he has to conduct the re-
search, find funding for it, publish it, and win recognition. For the re-
searcher, it’s his scientific reputation that matters […]. That means nego-
tiation, and sometimes the negotiations will hit a snag." 

• Practitioners and researchers live in completely different worlds, and it is 
not always easy for a practitioner to adapt to the way academics express 
themselves. "I remember leaving a meeting and having understood abso-
lutely nothing." 

• Practitioners often find that dissemination tools are "heavy and complex" 
and not very usable. In practitioners’ eyes, moreover, academics often have 
trouble moving beyond the dissemination stage to the actual transfer of 
knowledge. Michel Blondin put it nicely when he said, "Disseminating re-
sults and transferring knowledge are two separate realities. For an aca-
demic, dissemination means peer recognition and getting a report or an ar-
ticle published in a scientific journal, where it will be read primarily by his 
own students (!) […]. For the practitioner, transferring knowledge means 
enriching practices, which leads us to ask ourselves some questions." 
(Blondin, 2004:2). 

It is interesting to compare this list of problems with the one drawn up by the 
academic researchers. Let's start with a list prepared by LAREPPS members 
(Proulx, 2005a): 

• Researchers may have trouble preserving their "scientific independence," 
especially with projects that involve evaluating the partners' own practices 
and organization. Partners will be both judge and defendant in this case. 
They may not be happy with some of the results and may pressure re-
searchers not to pursue these aspects in their research reports. Researchers 
may be all too ready to accept the partners' insistence on adding some ele-
ment or another during the course of the research, and this can mean a con-
siderable increase in workload and costs. The challenge for researchers, as 
Jolin mentioned (2004), is not to lose their independence and to maintain a 
certain distance, a healthy margin of manoeuvre with respect to the meth-
odological approach used and the analysis of the results. 
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• There can be a problem in reconciling partners' interests with those of the 
researchers, which may be different: "political” objectives for the partners 
and “knowledge” objectives for the researchers. This difficulty is sharpened 
when there are several partners, for they may have several different objec-
tives. In fact, the problem here is not necessarily that the partners want to 
influence the choice of topics and the conclusions reached by the research-
ers; rather, it has to do with the researchers’ fear of upsetting some of the 
partners, which may make them reluctant to deliver potentially embarrass-
ing results on a touchy topic.7 

• There is a danger that researchers will be used by partners to provide an 
academic gloss for their political objectives, and, conversely, the danger that 
partners will be used by researchers simply as a means for gaining access to 
the field, for example.8 

• Researchers and field practitioners do not relate to time in the same way. 
They operate "on different clocks," and this can produce frustration in the 
partnership (Blondin, 2004). 

An example of a problem partnership 

It was 1992/1993. We were two academic researchers at LAREPPS working on a project dealing with 

the privatization of public health services, in partnership with two sections of the CSN. The project 

was being conducted within the SAC framework of UQAM, and it was being monitored by a coordi-

nating committee. 

In early 1993, we started discussing the research results within the coordinating committee. Consis-

tent with the accepted research proposal, the conclusions did not confine themselves to complain-

ing about creeping privatization of health and social services. They included a more constructive 

section where the academics put forward a scenario under which public-sector unions seeking to 

fend off the privatization of social and health service delivery, in particular housing and home serv-

ices for the elderly and the handicapped, should not just complain about the dangers of privatiza-

tion but should be open to some alternative approaches whereby the third sector could contribute 

through community initiatives (Vaillancourt et al., 1993). Not all the labour representatives on the 

coordinating committee liked these conclusions, but it was decided to present them anyway at a 

union symposium on privatization, planned for February 1993. 

The symposium attracted some 400 people, primarily from the labour movement, but it also drew 

some community activists. When the research conclusions and recommendations were presented, 

there came a real moment of truth. The most innovative aspect of the report, the one dealing with 

 
7
 Among these "touchy topics" that researchers are sometimes reluctant to air publicly, and on which our partnership research 

teams have tended to censor themselves both in LAREPPS and in CURA-SE, are issues such as the definition of the social economy 
and critical analysis of the policies of the Charest Government in Québec and the Martin Government in Ottawa as they relate to 
the social economy. 
8
 On this danger of exploitation of researchers in partnership teams, see Jean-Philippe Pleau (2004). 
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the third sector, aroused great interest and sparked numerous debates among participants, in the 

workshops and in the corridors. Yet, the union leaders of the Fédération de la santé et des services 

sociaux (Federation of health and social services) gave them a cold reception. During the plenary 

session, several speakers condemned the recommendations and those relating to the third sector 

were set aside. In the closing debate, the Federation president merely repeated the conventional 

leftist mantra about the dangers of privatization and made no reference to the report's recommen-

dations on the third sector’s role. 

THE CON DITION S FOR SUCCES S 

The conditions must be right if the difficulties described above are to be 
avoided. As Michel Blondin put it, "it's only when we can get the two cultures 
to join forces and work out their differences that the results will be produc-
tive" (2004:1). For this to happen, the two groups of players must interact 
and develop a relationship of trust. The problems mentioned earlier do not 
always arise because one of the two cultures imposes itself on the other. They 
can also arise when one of the two players is so influenced by the other that he 
downplays his own viewpoint for fear of upsetting the partner. What follows 
are some ingredients for a successful combination. 

• Partnership research implies a real sharing of powers and resources between 
academics and practitioners. This sharing must be a basic feature of any 
partnership research project. It requires co-management of the coordinating 
committees, such as is done in the SAC programme at UQAM, at 
LAREPPS and in CURA-SE. It must also be reflected in the bodies that 
oversee the partnership research teams and their programming, as is the 
case at LAREPPS and CURA-SE. In these coordination and steering bod-
ies, it is important to co-manage the entire process and all the different di-
mensions of the project, including the budgetary dimension. In the coordi-
nating committees, for example, co-management should be applied in 
defining the project, its main successive stages, and the dissemination ac-
tivities. In this context, the partners we interviewed stress the importance 
of reinforcing support for research: "The people involved in partnership re-
search have to be supported by the entire organization [...]. People in the 
field have to see the value of the research" (Proulx, 2005b). 

• In developing a partnership relation, the academic and community players 
have to agree on their objectives. As Louis Jolin says, these objectives will 
not necessarily be the same, but they must be compatible and complemen-
tary. “Partnership also involves complementarity in terms of the resources 
and means needed to carry out the research" (Jolin, 2004). The goal of 
building a symmetrical relationship between the two groups of players must 
not lead to a confusion of roles. The community players will have a handle 
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on the project and its contents at every stage of the research. But "the re-
searcher must have the last word, since it is he who is responsible for the 
research and accountable for the results. The partner's contribution must 
be sought and assessed in light of the purposes of the research and at the 
various validation stages (co-construction) but it should not be left to the 
partner to say what goes into the research report" (Proulx, 2005a). On the 
other hand, if co-construction is to be meaningful, the academics will have 
to submit their writings to critical review by the community players at cer-
tain key points. 

• The initial stage of a partnership research project is important and should 
not be rushed. It should result in the adoption of a clear research proposal 
with which both sides are comfortable. In the focus groups with LAREPPS 
academics and partners, several members stressed the need to take all the 
time necessary at the outset to clarify the objectives, the purpose of the re-
search, the stages of the project, and the modus operandi. These objectives 
should also be kept under review throughout the course of the project to en-
sure that the research is not straying from them. The contribution expected 
from each of the partners must be made clear at the outset. Hence, it is 
important to have monitoring and validation mechanisms in place with the 
partners at each stage of the work to keep the process from bogging down, 
and the partners from losing interest (Proulx, 2005a; 2005b). 

• It is impossible to overemphasize the importance of trust and transparency 
in a research partnership between academics and practitioners. It is confi-
dence of this kind that encourages each player to persevere and to hold up 
his end of the bargain. This demands, once again, that discussions about 
each member's academic, socioeconomic and political agendas should be 
engaged openly. On this point, Louis Favreau (Proulx, 2005c) has sug-
gested that some partners should do more to make their policy agendas 
known when it comes to research on the social economy. 

• Research partnerships also need some cajoling when it comes time to 
disseminate and transfer the results. The assessments of partnership 
research projects that we have done with CURA-SE and at LAREPPS are 
unanimous on one point: in our teams we still have to make a qualitative 
leap when it comes to the transfer aspect. All too often we find that, at the 
end of a project, transfer planning boils down to arranging for the 
researchers to hold forth at symposiums and seminars in which 
practitioners, users and community representatives are relegated to a 
secondary role. It should not be beyond our creativity to find different and 
innovative formulas for involving community players more actively alongside 
the researchers. 
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• Finally, if partnership research is to improve the quality of its practices, the 
teams will have to network and help each other in Québec, throughout 
Canada and internationally. 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper I have focused on the process of partnership research as we have 
experienced it over the last few years in the SAC unit of UQAM, at 
LAREPPS, and in CURA-SE. All three of these testing grounds have institu-
tional links to UQAM. In the case of LAREPPS and CURA-SE, other uni-
versities are also closely associated. 

The analysis shows that these three experiments share one feature in common, 
which is that they all involve research from a university-community partner-
ship perspective. At the same time, we have seen that this type of partnership 
research is quite distinct from the longer-standing formula of university-
business partnerships. One of the differences between these two forms of 
partnership research is that, in the university-community case, the commu-
nity organizations identified as partners are at a disadvantage, relative to busi-
nesses, in terms of their access to resources and to academic research tools. 
Looking more closely at the university-community partnership formula and 
identifying some of the challenges it faces, we can see that it has been a very 
demanding undertaking both for the academic researchers and for the com-
munity partners. The conditions for success include making sure that the re-
searchers are not hostage to the community partners’ political agenda, and 
that the community partners are not hostage to the researchers' academic 
agenda. Yet if these challenges can be overcome and a satisfactory compromise 
worked out between the two cultures, there can be immense advantages in 
terms of democratizing knowledge. This democratization means greatly broad-
ening the circle of those who co-construct and disseminate knowledge. Such 
an achievement is far from insignificant in a society that is based increasingly 
on the knowledge economy. The democratization of knowledge, as discussed 
here, can enrich undertakings on both the academic and the community 
fronts. 

In a recent address, Marc Renaud (2005), the departing director of SSHRC, 
presented a report on the work of his funding agency, noting that, with nearly 
9% of its budget going to support various forms of partnership research, 
SSHRC was leading the way internationally in this field. In my own discus-
sions with academic colleagues who are working with their communities in 
France and in Argentina, I have detected great interest in the university-
community partnership model of research. In the preparatory work for the 
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Third International Meeting on Globalization of the Solidarity Economy, held 
in Dakar, November 22-26, 2005, the university-community research part-
nership model was discussed both in plenary and in workshops. Participants 
from many countries in the North and South alike saw in it an innovative for-
mula that should be encouraged worldwide in order to promote the democra-
tization of knowledge (Salam Fall, Favreau and Larose, 2004). 
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PORTO ALEGRE AND 
THE PARTICIPATORY 
BUDGET: CIVIC 
EDUCATION, 
POLITICS AND THE 
POSSIBILITIES FOR 
REPLICATION 

Rebecca Abers1 

INTRODUCTION 

Brazilian cities are characterized by extreme inequality in the distribution of 
urban infrastructure and services. Middle-class neighbourhoods are typically 
well served with paved streets, running water, sewers, storm drains, schools, 
health care and public transportation. Poor neighbourhoods!where the vast 
majority of the population lives!largely go without such basic resources. In the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, as social movements of all kinds were flourishing 
throughout Brazil, protests demanding basic urban infrastructure and services 
in poor neighbourhoods became increasingly common in the cities. 

Porto Alegre is a city of 1.3 million people in the south of the country. It was 
there that these protests led to the proposal that the government not only at-

 
1
 Paper prepared for the Carold Institute project “Building Local and Global Democracy” (2004-

2006), www.carold.ca. 
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tend to the demands of the most organized neighbourhoods, but that it give 
civic groups more generalized control of the allocation of capital expenditures 
throughout the city. In 1989, a political party came to office that would be 
the first to take that demand seriously. 

Created in 1980, the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT or Workers’ Party) was a 
democratic socialist party comprised of a diverse coalition of social movements 
and radical union groups. All of the 36 PT mayoral candidates elected in 
1989 proposed platforms of social justice and popular control of public deci-
sion-making. But few were able to live up to those ideals while maintaining 
the support necessary to guarantee party re-election four years later. The 
Porto Alegre administration was an exception and the Participatory Budget 
policy (PB) was at the heart of that success. This policy involved thousands of 
local residents, especially the poor, in defining the city’s capital budget. The 
Porto Alegre PT gained so much popular support that it was re-elected not 
once, but four times. It stayed in office from 1989 until December 2004. Such 
political success often requires making concessions on more radical proposals, 
especially those that devolve political power to the poor. In Porto Alegre, 
however, the opposite was true, at least in the early years of the administra-
tion. The PT’s popularity was strongly connected to the legitimacy of the PB 
and this helped ensure that as time went by, participants gained more and 
more control over budget decision-making. 

Between ten and fifteen thousand people participate in the Budget assemblies 
each year. Studies have shown that these participants are poorer than the 
general population and that the vast majority of them believe that the gov-
ernment respects their decisions (Abers, 2000; Fedozzi, Pozzobon and Abers, 
1995). Other research has demonstrated a change in public resource alloca-
tion patterns: poorer regions of the city have been privileged, a reflection of 
the fact that these regions participate more intensely than the middle class ar-
eas of the city (Marquetti, 2002). My own research found that participants 
had real control over government decisions: almost all decisions approved 
through the PB were eventually implemented, although sometimes with a de-
lay (Abers, 2000). 

By implementing a policy that created forums of public debate on how mu-
nicipal infrastructure and services were allocated, the PT administration not 
only keyed into the most central needs of poor urban residents, but also chal-
lenged longstanding political traditions. Like most Brazilian cities, Porto Ale-
gre had historically been dominated by traditional and populist elites who 
were accustomed to benefiting personally from the way that municipal reve-
nues were used. Creating a public discussion about city expenditures to which 
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all were invited and from which all had an equal right to benefit dramatically 
challenged this system. 

Under what conditions can elected local governments promote radically de-
mocratizing changes? Direct participation in decision-making is often pro-
posed as a key element to radicalize democracy. Nevertheless, many have 
noted that if underlying social inequalities are not addressed, simply creating 
“open” forums does not guarantee the empowerment of traditionally excluded 
groups. Social groups that are better off will still prevail because they have 
more resources to take advantage of a participatory system. For many, protect-
ing the needs of the poor thus requires limiting the power of participatory fo-
rums. Certainly, a truly radical democratic perspective must combine sub-
stantive and procedural democratization. But in Porto Alegre this occurred 
without one type of democracy limiting the other: the participatory system it-
self was both a mechanism of empowerment of the poor and of redistribution 
of public services in their favour. 

This paper will discuss how the Participatory Budget policy promoted radical 
democracy in Porto Alegre and consider the extent to which that experience 
can be replicated. It is based on field research conducted in Porto Alegre be-
tween 1994 and 1997 as part of a doctoral dissertation (later published as 
Abers, 2000) and on secondary sources published by other authors since then. 
Fieldwork in Porto Alegre involved lengthy, structured interviews with 56 
current and former government officials and 42 PB participants and commu-
nity activists. I also attended over a hundred PB assemblies at various levels 
and moments of the process and, in collaboration with the local government 
and two local non-governmental organizations, applied a sample survey to 622 
budget participants. 

In the next section, I briefly describe how the PB works. I will then demon-
strate how that system transformed civic associations and built a consciousness 
of democratic practice among participants. The paper then goes on to discuss 
the problems and possibilities for replicating this experience elsewhere. 

THE WORKINGS OF THE PARTICIPATORY BUDGET IN PORTO ALEGRE 

The PB evolved slowly over the first years that the PT was in office. The first 
step was to decide who should participate. In opposition to the wishes of many 
neighbourhood leaders, the government decided that participation should be 
open to all citizens and that individual residents rather than associations 
would be the participants. The second step was to divide the city into 16 
“budget regions.” Defined through the participation of community groups, ef-
forts were made to ensure that region boundaries followed the territoriality of 
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existing neighbourhood organizations, which in some parts of the city had 
formed regional councils. They were also planned to respect socio-economic 
differences and the city’s road network. Numerous adjustments were made 
over time. 

For the first four years of the budget experience, the participatory process fo-
cused on community projects within these regions, through a two-way process. 
From the bottom up, open neighbourhood assemblies would start by defining 
priorities for investment in a series of budget categories (sanitation, pave-
ments, schools, etc.). These priorities were then discussed and prioritized by 
Regional Budget Forums, whose members were elected at neighbourhood and 
region-wide assemblies (one for every 10 or 20 people present!rules varied 
from year to year). Open regional assemblies also elected members of the Mu-
nicipal Budget Council (two for each region). From the top down, the Mu-
nicipal Budget Council defined the general rules of the process, approved the 
general budget, decided how to distribute capital investment funds among re-
gions, approved a detailed investment plan, and monitored implementation. 
Thus, it was the Council’s responsibility to decide how to divide the capital 
budget into investment categories (e.g., whether Sanitation or Pavement 
should receive more funding this year) and among regions (how much each re-
gion should receive in each category). Once those decisions were made, the 
order of priority defined by the regional forums would be strictly followed to 
determine which projects would be included in the following year’s Invest-
ment Plan. This occurred (and still occurs) through a year-round cycle begin-
ning in February of each year. 

In response to criticisms that emerged after the party’s first re-election, i.e., 
that the PB only dealt with small investments, a series of Thematic Forums 
were created to discuss citywide expenditures in areas such as urban planning, 
transportation and economic development. The process of defining these ex-
penditures followed about the same structure and timing as the Regional 
process. With variations from year to year, the PB works more or less as pic-
tured in Figure 1. 

As time went by, the Forums and Council gained more and more power. By 
1997, for example, the Municipal Budget Council not only defined the In-
vestment Plan but also analyzed and approved the city’s personnel and main-
tenance budgets. Although they did not have the time and capacity to analyze 
every detail of the vast budget document each year, its members could chal-
lenge any point in the government proposal and were consistently respected 
by the administration when they did so. 

Two aspects of the process should be highlighted in order to understand its 
potential for democratizing decision-making. Firstly, at least during the period 
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that I studied, the process was extremely open: any adult individual could 
participate in the first and second round assemblies and elect the members of 
or be elected to the Thematic and Regional Forums or the Municipal Budget 
Council. Secondly, once members were elected, the Forums and the Council 
met regularly all year round, providing a space in which members made deci-
sions after extensive discussion. Thus, the process was accessible to the entire 
population, and at the same time, encouraged high quality, in-depth debate. 
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PARTICIPATORY BUDGETING AS A SPACE FOR CIVIC EDUCATION 

The climate within the participatory spaces of the PB is highly competitive. 
Each group goes to the meetings with the hope of resolving some urgent prob-
lem in its neighbourhood. Meetings are therefore tense. Sometimes associa-
tions mobilize hundreds of residents to fill up meetings in an effort to elect 
more delegates so that they will have a better chance of pushing their priori-
ties through. Neighbourhood groups seek to form alliances to build winning 
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coalitions. In regions where well-organized civic movements did not exist pre-
viously, meetings sometimes disrupted into arguments and name-calling as 
frustrated participants complained that less organized and needier areas were 
being pushed aside by more organized groups. This led many observers to 
complain that the PB nurtured individualism and competition rather than 
solidarity. 

My analysis of the process is somewhat different. In my view, the competitive 
character of the meetings resulted from the fact that participants believed the 
issues at hand to be of great importance. It was precisely because the PB 
keyed into local residents’ immediate self-interest that so many people were 
willing to spend their time going to long meetings and arguing their case. By 
targeting issues around which people would compete, the policy also created 
an opportunity for participation to become something more than a space of 
competing interests. There are two ways that this occurred: through a process 
of strengthening civic organizations and through a process of social learning. 

STRENGTHENIN G C IVIC  OR GANIZATION S  

There is substantial evidence that since the PB was initiated, civic associa-
tions have expanded dramatically in Porto Alegre. Between 1990 and 1998, 
the number of neighbourhood associations in the city grew from 380 to 540 
and the number of regional (multi-neighbourhood) councils grew from 5 to 11 
(Baiocci, 2003:58). In the decade before the PT came to office, only a few ar-
eas of the city were characterized by combative civic organizing. Most associa-
tions were closed to broad participation, maintained a patronage-based rela-
tionship with public authorities and operated mostly as vote-getting 
organizations for specific politicians. The combative associations had the ca-
pacity to mobilize residents and were thus the first to see the fruit of partici-
pating in the PB as investments started to be made in their neighbourhoods. 
However, this picture changed only a few years later. Regions of the city that 
had been dominated by non-combative associations began to mobilize and by 
1994, the majority of participants in this process were from those regions 
(Abers, 2000). 

A 1995 survey of participants in Regional Assemblies confirms that the PB 
was directly related to increased participation in civic associations. Of those 
interviewed, 76% were members of some kind of civic association. Nearly 60% 
of these declared that their participation had increased in the context of the 
budget policy (Fedozzi, Pozzobon and Abers, 1995). 

My qualitative research in Porto Alegre demonstrated how new associations 
were created and existing associations were transformed. In some neighbour-
hoods, local residents created new associations, either because existing associa-
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tions were closed to more participatory approaches or because they did not ex-
ist at all. In others, associations that had been closed to community participa-
tion began to change their ways, holding more open meetings and encouraging 
new people to take on leadership roles. All this occurred in response to the in-
centive created by the PB. Neighbourhoods that could get more people to go 
to meetings would have more delegates and thus better chances of getting 
their projects in the Investment Plan. This meant that successful neighbour-
hoods were those that could not only mobilize large numbers at the annual as-
semblies, but that could also guarantee the constant collaboration of their 
delegates in the regular meetings of the Regional Budget Forums. The con-
nection between mobilization and concrete results thus created pressure for 
associations to change their ways and get more residents involved. 

This process did not always happen by itself. The work of community organiz-
ers hired by the government proved crucial both for activating existing neigh-
bourhood organizations and for creating new ones. Such organizers worked in 
each area of the city. They traveled the regions, met with existing organiza-
tions, identified potential leaders in neighbourhoods that lacked such associa-
tions, called meetings, encouraged groups to form new associations and en-
couraged existing leadership to promote more open participatory 
arrangements. 

S OCIAL LEARNIN G  

Through participation, people change how they understand their role in deci-
sion-making and how they perceive their own interests. In Porto Alegre, this 
occurred in several ways. First, participants had to pit their own demands 
against those of others and engage in debates about them. This confrontation 
led participants to recognize the importance of other neighbourhoods’ de-
mands, especially those that in debates were revealed to be much more serious 
than theirs. The social space of participation, in which delegates met repeat-
edly over a period of several months, and for many, extended over several 
years, was also a space in which egalitarian norms, strong in Brazilian culture, 
were nurtured. It is important to note, however, that this increasing solidarity 
did not replace self-interested perspectives. Instead, the tendency was for 
delegates to make compromises that addressed the demands of the neighbour-
hoods that had mobilized the greatest numbers while still including the more 
serious demands of some of the less mobilized neighbourhoods. 

Second, by discussing their interests with each other, delegates would begin to 
realize that their interests went beyond their own neighbourhoods. In one re-
gion I studied, I observed that after two years in operation, the Forum began 
to focus on proposals for a regional development plan. Investments related to 
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this plan began to be prioritized above the more localized proposals presented 
by the neighbourhoods. Delegates supported the plan because they now 
viewed the regional issue to be in their interest. A result of this changed sense 
of interest was that some participants went on to engage in other, broader is-
sues, participating, for example, in the Thematic Forums or in other civic 
councils in Porto Alegre that dealt with more general policy issues such as 
housing, culture, and human rights. 

Third, the PB involved not only the case-by-case confrontation of demands, 
but, as it became more sophisticated, the discussion of the general rules of dis-
tributing municipal spending. The idea that distribution should follow objec-
tive criteria!rather than be determined solely by the capacity of each region 
to mobilize!was addressed early on in the Municipal Budget Council. Start-
ing in 1989, at the end of each budget cycle, the Council defined the rules 
governing the allocation of funds among regions in the following year. A few 
years later, Budget Forums began to conduct similar discussions in several re-
gions. In one region I studied, this involved extremely complex public debates. 
Before voting on their priorities, each neighbourhood assembly voted for crite-
ria that would be used more generally. How much weight should be given to 
numeric participation, to the neighbourhood’s population, to its infrastructure 
deficit, to the priority it gave to a particular category? Delegates organizing 
the discussion had to learn how to explain the issue to less regular participants 
and to organize very complex voting processes. The result was incredibly rich; 
not only were participants now comparing and debating priorities, but they 
were also considering in a very practical sense the more general rules of dis-
tributional justice. 

Simply creating a space for participation was not enough for all this to occur. 
It is important to mention three critical factors that transformed PB Forums 
into both spaces for expanding civic organizing and for social learning. First, 
participants were drawn into the process because they saw it as a means to 
reach their ultimate goals. This may seem obvious, but so many participatory 
spaces today fail to address needs that ordinary people see as relevant, focusing 
instead on complex or abstract technical issues. Second, the PB had credibil-
ity because the government respected the decisions made by delegates. This 
credibility was important because it made participation something worth in-
vesting hours of time and much emotional energy. Third, participants received 
support. Community organizers hired by the government were crucial because 
they helped local groups with the operational aspects of mobilizing. They also 
helped them coordinate debates and encouraged more collaborative and coop-
erative values in the discussion process. 
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THE POLITICS OF REPLICATION 

The reason that the PB was so successful in Porto Alegre was not so much 
that it was a “good model.” The capacity of the PB to promote both democra-
tization and civic organizing grew directly out of the fact that the design of 
that model fit into an alternative political strategy. Thus, thinking about how 
to replicate the Porto Alegre experience requires focusing less on how to “copy 
the model” than on the art of politics. 

Since the mid-1990s, the PB has become an obligatory policy for all PT 
governments in Brazil. Furthermore, it has been adopted in many municipal 
and state administrations governed by other parties (Ribeiro and Grazia, 
2003:38). The general model of the policy is usually the same, with the divi-
sion of cities or states into “budget regions,” the election of delegates in open 
regional forums, and a process of prioritizing capital investments by these 
delegates in each region. Few cities have created a city-wide budget council, 
as in Porto Alegre. Some have thematic forums alongside regional ones, while 
others created PBs only for some “themes,” such as education, forgoing the re-
gional component. 

Unfortunately, there are signs that most of these experiences have not involved 
real devolution of decision-making authority to participants. Of the 103 PB 
experiences studied by Ribeiro and Grazia, in only 12 could they confirm that 
participants decided more than 15% of the budget (Ibid, 86).2 When only a 
small amount of the budget is subject to participation, the entire process can 
lose legitimacy, as Wampler shows in his study of the city of Recife, where 
participants decided on only 10% of the capital budget. Wampler claims: “As 
a result, the participants searched for other channels through which they 
could influence the government and implement their demands” (Wampler, 
2002:69). 

The problem is not always a lack of political commitment. Being pressured to 
copy other city’s policies can be itself a source of opposition. For example, in 
Viamão, a city in the Porto Alegre Metropolitan Region, the PT government 
was characterized by divisions between local activists and people from Porto 
Alegre who had re-located there to help out with the government and, espe-
cially, to design the Participatory Budget. The “identification of the PB as an 
initiative of a group/sector of the government and not of the administration as 
a whole” made it difficult to mobilize full governmental support around the 
policy (Silva, 2002:178). This somewhat extreme case demonstrates that by 
simply reproducing the model, one can end up bypassing a necessary local pol-

 
2
 The authors note that finding out how much of the budget was subject to participation was extremely difficult. They could not 

obtain information on the percent of the budget discussed in 38 of the 103 cases.  
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icy definition process through which key actors gain a sense of ownership. 
Without ownership, it is very unlikely that they will commit to the policy. 

Replicating the success of the PB in Porto Alegre should not be understood as 
an issue of technical design. The most important lesson to learn from this ex-
perience is that it is possible to design successful political strategies around 
policies that devolve important aspects of decision-making to the poor. This 
occurred in Porto Alegre not because the PB had the right number of assem-
blies, the most appropriate distributional criteria, or the best geographic divi-
sion of budget regions. It occurred because the administration figured out how 
to make a participatory policy the centerpiece of an alternative political coali-
tion. Rather than compete at the traditional patronage politics game that 
other political groups in the city were expert at playing, the Porto Alegre PT 
built support from a different set of actors around a different set of ideas. 

Part of this involved taking advantage of opportunities. In the early 1990s, fis-
cal decentralization included in the 1988 Federal Constitution generated 
higher city revenues, but only Porto Alegre took advantage of this “growing 
pie” to make decision-making more participatory. The policy also came at a 
good time in political terms: the early 1990s was a period of national outrage 
against corruption, leading to the impeachment of the nation’s president. This 
outrage helped build middle class support for a policy that promoted the 
transparent use of public funds. 

The administration ensured that key groups were not alienated: middle class 
neighbourhoods continued to receive government attention; public employees 
received decent salaries. Other groups benefited from the policy, especially 
civil construction companies that received contracts to build the public works 
defined through the PB. Finally, the international attention that Porto Alegre 
received during the period!ranging from visits by innumerable left-leaning in-
tellectuals to receiving a United Nations award for best practices!helped 
build a local image of the government as exceptionally innovative. This image, 
which culminated in the choice of Porto Alegre as the site of the World Social 
Forum, gave a tremendous boost of legitimacy to a policy based on participa-
tory and social justice ideals. 

The political support that the PB acquired over time was important for the 
policy’s success not only because it helped the PT win elections, but because 
it gave strength to the participatory process itself. The more popular the PB 
became, the easier it was for supporters to convince the various actors involved 
that participants’ decisions should be respected. At the same time, this popu-
larity also gave those participants bargaining power, because any publication 
by the antagonistic press that the government had failed to respect partici-
pants’ decisions became “big news.” 
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To reiterate, the possibilities for successful replication of Porto Alegre’s suc-
cess have less to do with the reproduction of the policy’s design than with the 
need to build alternative sources of political support for radical democracy. Al-
though it may not always be possible for local actors to build such alternative 
coalitions, the fact that this occurred in Porto Alegre at least reminds us that 
it is possible. 

CONCLUSION 

Participation is not a technical matter; it involves taking power away from 
those who have it and giving it those who do not. When groups representing 
the socially excluded do come to power, the struggle is not over. Those who 
lose elections can maintain influence over public opinion through control of 
the media. They are often in control of the businesses that provide services to 
the government and of higher levels of government that channel (or do not 
channel) resources into the city. They thus have the means to disrupt the 
daily lives of those whose votes are required to re-elect the government.3 

At the same time, although some neighbourhoods may have strong participa-
tory associations, residents of poor neighbourhoods are not always experienced 
in civic organizing and, especially in poor countries such as Brazil, have an 
enormous “repressed demand.” In numerous cities where Participatory Budg-
eting was attempted in the early 1990s, government officials confronted mas-
sive protests once it became clear that the promise of participatory decision-
making could not be translated into a rapid solution to the innumerable de-
mands that participants presented. In most of these cases, the government re-
sponse was to halt the participatory process (Abers, 1996). 

The Porto Alegre PT overcame these problems by combining a good general 
administration of the city with the slow expansion of participatory policy (and 
promises), and gained credibility by respecting participants’ decisions. The 
moment was a good one for implementing the policy, because of increased 
revenues, greater popular support for transparency, etc. But other political 
groups might have missed the chance. The Porto Alegre PT figured out how 
to capitalize on positive conditions and to deal with the negative ones. It also 
knew how to build upon initial successes. The government worked hard to 
build its own public image as socially just and participatory and to transform 
international attention on the city into a source of local political appeal. It 
constantly expanded the PB, so that each year a new proposal was under dis-
 

3
 For example, in 1989–1993, when the PT was in power in São Paulo, bus companies stopped operating on several occasions to 

demonstrate opposition to the municipal government. São Paulo also had problems with the federal government, which pur-
posely slowed down fiscal transfers to that city while the PT was in office. 
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cussion and new groups were being called to join up. Building an image of 
competence and innovation was crucial to the administration’s capacity to get 
re-elected so many times. 

Instead of focusing on the organizational aspects of the PB model, it is thus 
more useful to define some of the more general “categories of practice” that 
seemed to be successful in Porto Alegre. 

• Focusing on political commitment: all government agencies were pressured by 
the mayor to support it; the more the government publicized its commit-
ment to PB, the more it had to respect decisions made there; 

• Fulfilling promises built credibility and mobilized participants through a 
“demonstration effect”; 

• Pro-active mobilization: organizing work in poor communities to help them 
mobilize rather than allowing social inequalities to reproduce themselves in 
participatory forums; 

• Trust in an open policy: recognizing that a participatory forum that was open 
to all would provide more political support than one that only accepted 
party affiliates or members of certain types of organizations; 

• Reaching out in various directions: Allowing the poor to benefit without aban-
doning the “middle class”; finding ways to make the policy favourable to 
some elite groups; building a political alliance around the policy; “framing” 
(and marketing) the policy in terms that were politically popular at the 
time (transparency, anti-corruption); all this without selling out (a difficult 
balance); 

• Taking advantage of political opportunities: a period of increased revenues to 
change the way they were spent (the growing pie); international interest in 
the PT to gain recognition. 

• Starting small: beginning with community-level participation and small-
scale projects; expanding as the policy gained credibility and participants 
and state actors gained experience. 

The specific organizational solutions that the PT came up with in each of 
these categories probably should not be replicated directly in different places 
and under different conditions, but the more general categories of practice 
should be, as long as replication is accompanied by a careful assessment of lo-
cal conditions and thoughtful adaptation to them. 

Political innovation must be continual. Even in Porto Alegre, nothing guaran-
teed that local actors could let the PB and the administration “run on auto-
pilot” after it was consolidated as a highly popular and technically effective 
policy. In the first phase of the PB, those engaged in the policy were con-
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stantly revising and rethinking it, leading to many of the innovations that 
helped the policy maintain its vitality. But in the latter period of the PT’s 
tenure, this innovative spirit seems to have declined. 

My research took place during the second of the PT’s four terms in office in 
Porto Alegre. Since then, parallel to glowing accounts, there has been much 
criticism suggesting that the politics of participation have changed as the PT 
administration gained perhaps too firm a hold on the mayor’s office. At some 
point, the government no longer depended on the credibility it received from 
the Participatory Budget, especially as international attention had reached an 
almost ecstatic level and Porto Alegre was virtually sanctified as the capital of 
progressive politics. Some studies found that by the end of the decade, the PB 
stopped evolving. Many of the fragilities and problems that had long been 
criticized (such as participants’ lack of technical training in budgeting) con-
tinued without solution (see Navarro, 2002:97 and Verle and Brunet, 2002). 
Others have argued that the PT has sought to take over the PB forums; what 
Navarro calls “party clientelism” (ibid, 119).4 People who have followed the 
policy more closely than I have further suggested (in personal communica-
tions) that, accommodated in office, the government no longer felt obliged to 
fulfill the decisions of the PB process!sometimes overriding those decisions or 
implementing projects that did not go through the Budget Forums. Most of 
these critics agree that the PB became “routinized,” as rules and procedures 
became rigid and the actors involved increasingly did little more than “go 
through the motions.” 

Finally, in 2004, the PT lost the mayoralty elections in Porto Alegre. In addi-
tion to increasing criticism of the PB, other problems had assailed the admini-
stration, largely having to do with the fact that the PT was now in Brazil’s 
presidency. Many PT militants moved to the federal capital, possibly explain-
ing the lower level of party mobilization. Others who remained were likely dis-
illusioned with the party, as it has implemented extremely conservative eco-
nomic policies at the national level. In general, the PT has received much 
more criticism from its own allies (and even membership) than in the past, 
some of whom supported the opposition candidate simply on principle. 

These problems reveal that the “solutions” found by the PT in Porto Alegre 
were not permanent ones and that the political creativity behind them would 
always need rejuvenation. The lesson that building participatory democracy 
requires more than ”good models” eventually applied to Porto Alegre itself. 
Deepening democratization will require new creativity in the art of politics in 
the coming years. 

 
4
 Unfortunately, the author provides no specifics as evidence for this claim.  
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ÉQUITERRE: FROM 
IDEALISM TO 
INDIVIDUAL AND 
POLITICAL ACTIVISM  
A CASE STUDY 

Sidney Ribaux in collaboration with Annie Rochette1 

INTRODUCTION  

The rapid globalization of international trade over the past decades has exac-
erbated the negative impacts of the dominant economic system, socially, envi-
ronmentally, culturally and politically, all over the world. Job insecurity, wors-
ening working conditions, the loss of State control in many areas now 
dominated by multinationals, environmental degradation and corporate con-
centration are only a few examples of trends affecting societies in both the 
North and South.  

At the same time, people are becoming acutely aware of the unsustainability 
of this system, which poses a real threat to many collective values (democracy, 
cultural identity, environmental quality, health, justice, etc.). They also have 
a greater understanding of the interdependence of various facets of economic 
activity and their repercussions. A rising social consciousness uniting humani-
tarian and environmental concerns is emerging in many parts of world. It is in 
this context that Equiterre was founded.  

 
1
 Paper prepared for the Carold Institute project “Building Local and Global Democracy” (2004-

2006), www.carold.ca. 
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Équiterre focuses on activities that incite citizens to action. By raising aware-
ness of how people are both complicit in creating problems and responsible for 
solving them, especially with respect to their consumption habits, Équiterre 
attempts to guide them towards more environmentally and socially equitable 
behaviour. Although at first glance this approach might seem to provide only 
short-term and insignificant results, in reality, it contributes to laying the 
groundwork for a citizen’s movement based on the determination of individu-
als to act for long-term, deeply-rooted societal changes. The principle driving 
the approach is that every simple daily act brings us one step closer to a more 
holistic awareness of issues and to political action. 

This case study outlines Équiterre’s strategy through a description of its ori-
gins, philosophy, organizational structure, programs, projects and accom-
plishments over the years. The first section discusses the organization’s origins, 
mission and vision as well as its governance and financial structures. Its found-
ing principles, approach, and distinctive aspects are presented next. The third 
section of the study describes how the programs, projects and campaigns in 
place reflect the organization’s values. The conclusion focuses on lessons that 
can be learned from Équiterre’s experience in building more just, democratic 
and environmentally-conscious communities, both locally and globally.  

ORIGINS  

Équiterre is a non-profit environmental organization. The term “environ-
mental” is defined along the lines of the concept of sustainable development, 
which includes social and economic considerations. The organization promotes 
socially and environmentally sound consumer choices and practices. Founded 
in 1993, it was originally named A SEED (Action for solidarity, equity, the 
environment and development) and was incorporated in 1995 before being 
renamed Équiterre three years later.  

A group of young Quebeckers created the organization after having partici-
pated in the Earth Summit of 1992 in Rio de Janeiro. This group of activists 
was profoundly disturbed by the problems plaguing our planet, such as cli-
mate change, the loss of biodiversity, poverty, North-South inequities and the 
impact of international trade and fiscal policies, and by the difficulty in find-
ing solutions to these problems. The creation of Équiterre, as an economic 
solidarity, environmental protection and social justice movement, enabled 
them to join in a common vision of sustainable development that would take 
into account a myriad of social cultural, economic and environmental issues. 
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MI S SION AN D VIS ION 

Équiterre’s ultimate aim is to bring about progressive social, economic and en-
vironmental change to ensure the well-being of all citizens. To reach this goal, 
the organization’s mission is to educate the public and raise their awareness of 
the environmental and social effects of their consumption choices, based on re-
search, while providing practical day-to-day alternatives to those choices. 
Équiterre also participates in grass-root and democratic initiatives in order to 
promote its vision and influence policy-makers.  

In 2003, after ten years in existence, Équiterre updated its mission statement 
to better reflect its evolution and concerns. Its mission statement asserts that 
Équiterre will contribute to building a citizen’s movement by promoting indi-
vidual and collective choices that are socially and environmentally equitable.2  

Équiterre’s decision to explicitly use the terms “citizens’ movement” and “col-
lective choices,” concepts that have always been important to the organiza-
tion’s founders, clarifies the organization’s orientation, especially for its partner 
organizations, volunteers and the public. Équiterre has recently shifted its vi-
sion and aims to become by 2012, “a leader in a movement that will make 
Québec an exemplary society in environmentally and socially sound consumer-
ism.”3  

STRUCTURE  

GOVERNANCE  

Équiterre has adopted an organizational structure that does not rely solely on 
its employees to carry out its mandate through their daily tasks but one that 
strongly depends on building close ties to the community through member-
ship. This structure is dynamic and permits a more participatory and democ-
ratic governance process whereby members determine the organization’s ori-
entations and elect its Board of Directors in a general assembly. 

On December 31, 2004, Équiterre had 2061 members in good standing, of 
whom 1986 were individuals. The remaining 75 were organizations, farms 
and businesses. Its members are invited to participate in many activities 
throughout the year that both increase their awareness of pertinent issues and 
consolidate relationships among the various groups making up the organiza-
tion, thus ensuring its cohesion. 

 
2
 Équiterre, 2002 Annual Report (in French only) 

3
 Ibid. 



B U I L D I N G  L O C A L  A N D  G L O B A L  D E M O C R A C Y  

102  

The organization’s eight board members meet four times a year. Seven of them 
come from different sectors of society (community, environmental academic, 
agriculture, financial, civil service, etc.) and one is an employee. The General 
Coordinator and the program and service coordinators participate in these 
meetings without voting rights. 

E MPLOYEES  AND VOLUNTEERS   

The organization has close to 30 employees who actively participate in Eq-
uiterre’s development through the establishment of its goals and action plans. 
They are divided into eight teams: one for each of the four programs (see be-
low); one for each cross-cutting campaign (climate change and responsible 
consumption); and two that provide administrative and communication sup-
port to the other six. Interns also regularly join the teams and Équiterre can 
count on many volunteers who provide support in various capacities. 

PROGRAMS  AND PROJECTS  

The organization carries out its mission through four educational programs: 
Fair trade, Ecological Agriculture, Sustainable Transportation and Energy Ef-
ficiency. Each program is composed of various interrelated interest-based pro-
jects. Its newly defined strategy further links the individual objectives of pro-
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jects to the main goal. Équiterre also runs two transversal campaigns that ad-
dress all of the organization’s objectives. The first, on responsible consump-
tion, emphasizes citizen empowerment through its educational activities, 
while the other, on climate change, touches on several of Équiterre’s political 
concerns: energy, transportation, North-South equity and agriculture. These 
programs and projects will be discussed in more detail in the third section.  

FUNDING 

Unlike some Canadian and Québec-based NGOs, Équiterre has adopted the 
principle to rigorously follow its member-devised action plan. The organiza-
tion first develops its programs and projects and then searches for funders that 
share its priorities. This approach has ensured a wide diversity of financial 
support. In addition to funds raised through sales of services and donations, 
Équiterre can count on the support of over 30 funders, which ensures it the 
stability and independence necessary to pursue its mission. 

ÉQUITERRE’S APPROACH  

FOUN DIN G PRINCIPLES   

The principles adopted by Équiterre’s founders mirror their environmental 
and humanitarian aspirations for sustainable development, democracy, envi-
ronmental protection, justice and responsible citizenship.  

The espousal and application of these principles on a societal scale requires 
citizens to take more responsibility for their actions and the consequences of 
their choices. It implies that citizens have the capacity to evaluate the conse-
quences of their actions, to choose alternatives and to act on them. Through 
its activities, Équiterre encourages this individual and collective capacity by 
providing alternatives to detrimental practices and by working to shape social 
structures that will support and encourage us to make sustainable choices. 

Convinced that our small day-to-day actions have a global impact, Équiterre 
has adopted the philosophy of “thinking globally, acting locally” to mobilize 
the public.  
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ACTION STR ATEGY  

CREATING A  RESPONSIBLE  CONSUM ERS ’  MOVE M ENT THROUGH 

EDUCATION  

According to the principles of democracy and citizen responsibility promoted 
by Équiterre, social change must come from the people. However, in the con-
text of highly individualistic societies in which participation in public life does 
not necessarily mean working for the common good, it is unrealistic to believe 
that a mass movement can be created through a strictly political approach in 
the short term. While it is essential that citizens be informed of the impacts of 
our economic system, many of them, although they agree with the message, 
feel overwhelmed by the scale of the problems and powerless to effect change. 
Others, who are perhaps more individualistic, pay little attention to calls to 
action that are strictly politically motivated.  

A survey carried out by the Canadian polling firm CROP Inc. showed that 
Quebeckers sharing Équiterre’s values are, quite surprisingly, individualists. A 
good number of them enjoy fine dining, have a liking for handcrafted products 
and take care of their health. Sixteen percent of the province’s population falls 
within this category, with the percentage rapidly rising. Hence, mobilizing 
them could greatly contribute to bringing about the types of social change we 
seek.  

In order to win them over to the activists’ point of view, thus reaching the 
critical mass needed for the rest of the population to join in, Equiterre has de-
cided to put its energy into very concrete activities, carried out on a local, 
even individual scale. It is why the organization opted for a progressive ap-
proach to responsible consumption that is easy to follow, corresponds to the 
values of those being mobilized and is relatively simple to set up. Although it 
may seem paradoxical at first, Équiterre proposes that instead of a head-on at-
tack on the economic system and the exaggerated pro-consumerism media 
messages it promulgates, to “navigate” this corporate message and integrate 
into it more ecological and socially equitable values. Instead of demonizing 
consumerism, Équiterre encourages people to BUY local, BUY fair-trade 
products, BUY bicycles, and SAVE by using public transportation. In this, 
they are inspired by the idea of the boycott, and above all, the “buycott,” in 
their participation in new social movements that invest in the economic 
sphere to spread their political message and initiate social change. 

FROM BOYCOTT TO “BUYCOTT” 

A boycott may be initiated for a variety of reasons. The California grape boy-
cott was originally undertaken in the interest of higher wages and better work-
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ing and living conditions for the mainly migrant workers picking the grapes. In 
later years it was widened to focus attention on the environmental and health 
costs of using toxic pesticides. The boycott of British cloth by Ghandi and his 
followers was undertaken in response to the Indian market being flooded with 
cheap machine-woven cloth from the UK, which threatened the existence of 
the Indian textile trade. That boycott, and others, which resulted in a huge 
civil disobedience movement, provided the spark that ultimately led to inde-
pendence for India.  

“Buycotts,” however, are generally seen as being a means to force corporations 
to change, through actions that range from purchasing from small local busi-
nesses instead of from large retail chains to pressuring Starbucks to sell fair 
trade coffee. In general, consumers who buy fair trade products have at least 
some awareness of Third World poverty, global trade imbalances and other as-
sociated issues, notably those related to the impacts of free-trade agreements. 
However reforming the WTO is not the explicit objective of fair trade. 

It is on this note that Équiterre’s approach is different. Équiterre promotes 
fair trade as a means to inspire people to act, to learn and to care about the 
WTO’s practices, even if this ultimate objective will not be easy to achieve. 
The same principle applies to Équiterre’s other programs as well. The ecologi-
cal agriculture program not only informs health-conscious consumers of alter-
natives to conventionally bought food but also disseminates information about 
the underside of the present agro-industrial food system. This, it is hoped, will 
lead these better informed citizens to demand a general reform of the struc-
tures that support this system. The sustainable transportation program, in-
stead of being anti-car, encourages the public to diversify their modes of 
transportation through a “transportation cocktail,” by choosing those modes 
most appropriate to their needs. It is an approach that will systematically re-
duce car use, and will also lead people to think, for example, about the levels 
of pollution caused by cars and inhaled by cyclists, and why the government is 
reducing public transportation funding. In essence, instead of a simple corpo-
rate reform, Équiterre proposes a delicate balance between corporate reform, 
strong legislation and a greater role for the social economy.  

The progression from individual action to a collective movement introducing 
more profound and permanent change—such as fair trade becoming the stan-
dard for exchanging goods and services or organic farming becoming the main 
type of agricultural practice—is inspired by the concept of social innovation. 
Fontan (1988) defines it as [free translation]: 

An action leading to the creation of new social structures and interactions as well as 
new decision-making processes. It begins with a rising awareness of the need for so-
cial change. At first rooted in one’s own dissatisfaction with a given situation, it then 
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develops from a collective desire to improve this situation […]4 

The evolution from corporate “buycotting” to political action for deeper and 
more holistic change is cultivated through raising awareness, education, a con-
stant flow of information and by encouraging activism through example. 
Équiterre’s various activities are designed to guide this progression of citizen 
action. Over and above the information and educational activities it provides, 
Équiterre has put in place concrete programs that serve as examples of alter-
native courses of action for citizens to follow. Individuals are thus able to see 
that change is possible and that their decisions can make a difference, moti-
vating their transformation from passive to proactive consumers. From more or 
less conscious actions, consumer choices become a manifestation of people’s 
values and vision of what the economic system should be. As articulated by 
the Équiterre slogan “to buy is to vote,” consumption becomes a political act.  

FROM LOCAL TO GLOBAL ACTION   

All of Équiterre’s activities are related to important global issues and thus to 
the global citizens’ movement. Whether the issue is energy efficiency, sustain-
able transportation, ecological agriculture or fair trade, Équiterre tries to raise 
public awareness of the link between local actions and their effects on a global 
scale. For example, with their program on sustainable transportation, the or-
ganization works at many different geographic levels, both locally and nation-
ally. 

Locally, they have pressured officials to build a bicycle path in the Côte-des-
Neiges district of Montréal; they have lobbied against public transportation 
fare increases in Montréal; they have participated in the creation of Mon-
tréal’s Sustainable Development Plan and in consultations for building a Qué-
bec-wide sustainable development plan. At the national level, Équiterre was 
part of the Rio+10’s Canadian Consultative Committee and took part in pres-
sure tactics to push the Canadian government into ratifying the Kyoto Proto-
col. Équiterre is also part of a number of virtual civil society networks world-
wide and participates in international conferences as well as special projects 
such as the Building Local and Global Democracy conference initiated by the 
Carold Institute.  

UNIQUE AS PECTS OF ÉQUITERRE’S  APPROACH  

Looking to move beyond merely reacting to social issues, the founders of 
Équiterre decided to focus on providing solutions to problems rather on than 

 
4
 Jean-Marc Fontan, “Innovation sociale et société civile québécoise.” Possibles, 22, 3-4: 116-135. 
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the problems themselves. Consequently, the organization has chosen a con-
structive attitude to situations that run counter to its principles, viewing them 
as opportunities to provide alternatives. The organization therefore works, first 
and foremost, towards designing and developing concrete alternatives.  

While it shares the same vision as many other NGOs, Équiterre’s approach is 
different. For example, unlike Greenpeace, which runs campaigns on GMOs, 
the loss of biodiversity, climate change, etc., Équiterre proposes examples of 
sustainable development in many sectors of activity. In fact, the names of its 
programs say it all: Sustainable Transportation, Energy Efficiency, Ecological 
Agriculture and Fair Trade.  

For Équiterre, being committed to the concept of sustainable development 
means that social and economic concerns are emphasized as much as envi-
ronmental concerns in its actions. This kind of holistic vision, matched by 
concrete action, is rarely found in other groups. Moreover, the evaluation and 
understanding of global economic and environmental problems and the im-
plementation of action strategies in the community in response are also quite 
uncommon, although not unique, in Canada. 

Today, the anti- or alter-globalization movements see Équiterre as their natu-
ral ally. Its constructive approach of promoting solutions is attractive to many 
activists. They spontaneously adopt Équiterre’s message because it can easily 
be used to mobilize today’s youth. For instance, is much easier and more in-
spiring to provide alternatives to international trade through fair trade instead 
of having to explain the fine details of the WTO and FTAA accords. 
Équiterre’s endorsement of radical values and reforms made it a trailblazer for 
the “Seattle generation’’.  

However, unlike many other groups, this does not prevent Équiterre from be-
lieving that anti-treaty movements and governments should establish relation-
ships to work toward the common good in order to avoid sterile confrontation. 
The organization therefore works toward building such links between the two 
sides. For example, Équiterre was one of the organizers of the first Fair Trade 
Fair and Sustainable Trade Symposium in Cancùn in September 2003 just a 
few steps away from the site of the official WTO negotiations. Ministers from 
several States attended the Symposium and supported the initiatives pro-
posed. However, within the WTO meeting, they were often unable to reach a 
balance between the trade and human development objectives of their respec-
tive countries. 
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ACTIONS 

DEVELOPMENT OF PROGR AMS,  PROJECTS AN D C AMPAI GN S  

Each program, project and campaign to raise awareness initiated by Équiterre 
is developed in conjunction with an area of human activity that presents issues 
crucial to the future of our planet. Currently, Équiterre is conducting two 
awareness campaigns that are actualized through its four programs. The first 
deals with climate change and is reinforced through the Energy Efficiency and 
Sustainable Transportation programs. Équiterre’s participation in the estab-
lishment and coordination of the Centre québécois d’actions sur les change-
ments climatiques is a step in this direction. The second campaign focuses on 
responsible consumption and encompasses the activities of the Fair Trade and 
Ecological Agriculture programs.  

Équiterre’s campaigns, programs and projects are designed to work together. 
For instance, increasing public awareness of the importance of fair trade is re-
inforced by the Ecological Agriculture program’s community farming projects 
(described in the next section) which constitute a kind of “North-to-North” 
trade solidarity. Its One Step at a Time campaign, launched in April 2004, is 
an example of this integrative approach. The campaign aims to encourage citi-
zens to adopt environmentally and socially responsible behaviour in their 
choices of food, transportation and home energy use. It sets forth twelve sim-
ple actions that anyone can easily integrate into their day-to-day activities to 
support ecological agriculture, fair trade, sustainable transportation and en-
ergy efficiency.  

Every initiative includes three components: educational and informative, 
geared toward reaching and mobilizing individuals to action; concrete action, 
based on innovative examples; and promotional mechanisms to spread the 
message through major media outlets so that it becomes part of public dis-
course. The following paragraphs describe each of Équiterre’s programs. 

ECOLOGICAL AGRICULTURE  PROGRAM 

Équiterre chose to focus on agriculture and food issues because of their univer-
sality. The philosophy behind the Ecological Agriculture program is that the 
choice of what we eat is a political act. The organization wants ecological agri-
culture to take on greater importance in rural Québec and for it to be recog-
nized as being essential to food security, the well-being of the rural environ-
ment and human health. Through its projects and campaigns, the program 
raises public awareness of local organic products and facilitates their distribu-
tion, informs various groups of the issues pertaining to the prevailing food sup-
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ply system, and rebuilds connections between people living in cities and farm-
ers. This last point is very important given that city-dwellers are often un-
aware of the difficulties faced by those involved in agriculture. 

Équiterre’s main project in the scope of the Ecological Agriculture program 
has been to set up and coordinate a province-wide alternative marketing net-
work for organic agri-food products, known as community-supported agricul-
ture (CSA). The Québec network of CSA projects enables organic farmers to 
sell their produce, through the advance purchase of shares directly, to people 
living in the area who want to show their solidarity with the agricultural 
community. In less than 10 years, the network has increased its membership 
from 7 to 97 farms which supply food to approximately 20,000 people.  

Over the last few years, CSA projects targeting a larger consumer base than 
individual households have taken root. It is in this vein that Équiterre 
launched the Organic Daycare pilot project in November 2002, which pairs 
daycare centres with the network’s organic farms in order to reduce small 
children's exposure to pesticides in food. In addition to ensuring that young 
children have access to healthy, locally grown produce, the project teaches 
them, their parents and educators of the importance of a healthy diet and how 
their food is grown. With visits to local organic farms, it also serves to let city 
kids connect with the countryside and to learn where their food comes from. 
Only two years after the project’s launch, 20 daycare centres receive their food 
directly from one of the network’s farms. 

Équiterre also organizes awareness and informational activities on the pre-
dominant agri-food system and the risks it poses to local and global food secu-
rity. Équiterre ran the Moi, je mange bio! (I eat organic!) campaign promoting 
local organic agriculture in 2002 and 2003.  

FA IR  TRADE PROGRAM  

The Fair Trade program was developed so that people could use their pur-
chasing power as a way of opposing the inequalities of the international trade 
system. Since 1996, several campaigns to raise people’s awareness to the situa-
tion of small producers in the South and to the unfairness of the conventional 
trade exchange system have been organized in Québec and in other Canadian 
provinces. Taking consumer products such as coffee, chocolate, tea and handi-
crafts as an example, Équiterre examines the trade routes they take, from 
plantations in the South to retail stores in the North. The ugly underbelly of 
the international economic system and its impacts on developing countries are 
clearly exposed to people living in the minority world. They are then encour-
aged to contribute to the development of fair trade practices that will enable 
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citizens of the majority world to reclaim their dignity and self-sufficiency and 
to build sustainable and democratic communities. 

The organization uses various promotional tools to encourage consumers to 
purchase fair trade products and to ask for them from retail businesses, thus 
obliging importers, suppliers, distributors and retailers to follow fair trade 
practices, institutions to align their purchasing policies with fair trade princi-
ples, the media to promote fair trade, its product and issues, and policy mak-
ers to adopt rules and regulations to make commercial exchanges more just.  

Simultaneously, Équiterre works with producers, distributors, certification 
agencies, etc., to develop the network of fair trade practitioners. It is in this 
respect that Équiterre is involved in developing the organizational structures 
of the coffee-growing cooperatives that are members of the Federación Zoque 
in Chiapas, Mexico. In addition, Équiterre works with other organizations to 
acquire deepen and share knowledge on how to develop fair trade. Recently, 
the organization completed an extensive research project that looked at the 
fair trade situation in Europe and included visits to organizations and busi-
nesses in the Netherlands, France, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland and 
Spain.  

ENERGY EFF IC IENCY PROGRAM  

Équiterre developed its Energy Efficiency Program with the aim of reducing 
environmental impacts caused by the excessive energy use that characterizes 
North American lifestyles. The program was designed to raise awareness of 
the impact of our habits, mainly with respect to residential heating, on the 
climate, air quality and ecosystems. With its commitment to social equity, 
through its services Équiterre helps people who have difficulties in paying 
their monthly heating bills. Équiterre believes that energy efficiency must be 
at the core of any successful sustainable development strategy. 

Équiterre has established a program in which some of its representatives, ac-
credited by the Agence de l’efficacité énergétique du Québec, visit people’s 
homes to evaluate and improve their energy use habits and lower their ex-
penses.  

Équiterre also focuses on the impacts of provincial policies regarding energy 
production and consumption. It was involved in the movement that forced the 
government to abandon its plans to build a natural gas-fired thermal generat-
ing plant in Suroît. The movement placed the issue of energy use firmly in the 
forefront of public debates and pushed the government to adopt programs to 
develop wind-powered energy plants and other efficient energy-use operations.  
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Équiterre has also been very active in campaigns to pressure the Canadian 
government to ratify the Kyoto Protocol. The organization intensified its ac-
tivities in this area through helping to found and coordinate the Centre qué-
bécois d’actions sur les changements climatiques. 

SUSTA INABLE  TRANSPORTATION PROGRAM 

Through its Sustainable Transportation Program, Équiterre aims to make the 
public aware of the environmental impact of their transportation habits, the 
quality of their environment and the richness of the social network of urban 
and suburban areas. The goal is to help people change their transportation 
routines by reducing the single-passenger use of cars in order to become less 
car-dependent. To that end, Équiterre has produced a kit entitled Transporta-
tion Cocktail Toolkit, available online, that provides ideas to help people lead a 
more car-free lifestyle. The program also encourages people to pressure elected 
officials about these concerns and about the need to develop infrastructures 
that support ecological transport. 

Équiterre strives to remove the obstacles that stand in the way of behavioural 
changes related to transportation. In order to meet this objective, it identifies 
policies and accompanying implementation strategies for decision-makers to 
adopt. It also takes part in civic and democratic exchanges to promote alterna-
tives to achieve a more car-free lifestyle. Furthermore, Équiterre closely moni-
tors the federal government’s policy plans to ensure they are aligned with the 
Kyoto Protocol’s objectives. Since its inception, Équiterre has been actively 
involved in coalitions supporting the use of public transportation and securing 
its accessibility and budgets for its development.  

PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE  

Confronted by increasingly alarming social and environmental crises, many 
people choose to turn inward. What can one person do to help fight climate 
change, which, according to many scientists and international institutions, is 
the most serious environmental problem humanity has ever faced? How can 
we overcome the inequalities between the world’s peoples? While most Cana-
dians live in relative comfort with enough food and adequate shelter, the im-
ages of destitute children, women and men bombarding us through the media 
should revolt us. But often, people’s reaction is to turn away or just not to 
think about it. The problems are too great, too overwhelming.  

Nevertheless, Équiterre’s experience shows us that many citizens have had 
enough of merely being guilty spectators: they want to act. They want to know 
what to do and where to start. Équiterre has found that the solutions it puts 
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forward are well received by people regardless of their age, gender and voca-
tion. The organization presents constructive ways of acting. Actions taken will 
turn an insurmountable problem into one that can be solved. In addition, the 
feeling of having the power to change things will provide people with positive 
reinforcement to continue their activities. 

Once a critical mass of citizens become socially or politically active, more pro-
found and community-wide changes will follow. If each individual changes her 
energy consumption and transportation habits to reduce her greenhouse gas 
emissions, then governments and corporations will have to act accordingly. It 
will therefore become politically impossible for a crown corporation to start up 
a polluting project to produce electricity using natural gas, for example. What 
at first seem like minor and quite benign actions can become effective instru-
ments for mobilizing citizens to make major changes.  

At the same time, there is a certain cynicism regarding sustainable develop-
ment and responsible consumption. Some ask how we can overcome the self-
ishness that is a part of human nature and develop in a sustainable manner; 
others think that individuals and corporations may take a few small steps to 
ease their conscience or to boost their public image, but will never make the 
hard choices that are necessary. It is clear that the road to sustainable devel-
opment will be plagued by falsehoods and broken promises. Some will twist 
the concept and its popularity and politicians and CEOs will not always do 
what they have promised. That is why it is so essential for groups such as 
Greenpeace and Amnesty International to continue their crucial roles of rais-
ing the alarm and demanding change. Équiterre takes its place beside these 
organizations that constantly remind us of these problems. Without them, 
Équiterre’s work would be meaningless. 

Of course, the road to sustainable development will be difficult, but 
Équiterre’s members believe it is the right one. Trying to change the world 
one step at a time (collectively or individually) is the only option for those of 
us who live in a democratic and non-violent society. 

 



 

 

CONCLUSION 

Diane Laberge, Board Member of the Carold Institute 

A recent opinion poll conducted in 68 countries, published in a book entitled 
“Voice of the People 2006"1 shows that the people of the world have a real at-
tachment to democracy, but that they are sceptical and disillusioned about 
the way democracy works at the national level . As Jean-Marc Léger, Presi-
dent of Léger Marketing, said at the launch of the publication, "Just because 
countries are democratic doesn’t mean they have real democracy.”2 

While 79% of people around the world think that democracy is the best form 
of government, and admire it in principle, only 47% believe that elections in 
their own country are free and fair, and only 30% think that elected govern-
ments reflect the will of the people.3 As Ijaz Shafi Gilani puts it, "The enor-
mous gap between the norm and practice of democracy is perhaps its greatest 
challenge today.”4  

The current crisis of democracy stems from this growing disillusionment of 
people around the world with the way their countries are governed and the 
obvious mistrust they have of world leaders. The worldwide opinion poll shows 
that people have a very negative image of their political leaders (51%) and also 
of business leaders (38%).5 In Canada, people are even more critical of their 
political and economic leaders: 53% of the population have a negative image of 
both. And it is youth and low-income people who are the most critical of all.  

 
1
 Leger Marketing, ed., Voice of the People 2006. What the World Thinks on Today's Global Issues, Trans-

continental Books, Canada, 2006. 
2
 Clairandrée Cauchy, Le Devoir, quote: ‘Ce n’est pas parce que les pays sont démocratiques que la 

démocratie s’exerce vraiment’ “La démocratie en crise,” page A2, March 27, 2006  
3
 Ijaz Shafi Gilani, ‘The Global Verdict on Democracy: Admiration for the Norm, Disillusionment with 

the Practice,’ in Voice of the People 2006, chapter 2, figure 3, p. 48. 
4
 Ibid, p. 48. 

5
 Kevin Meyer, ‘A Breach of Trust: Global Attitudes Towards Leaders,’ in Voice, chapter 7, table 2, p. 

140. 
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Whereas democracy still stops at national borders, globalization is heightening 
the anxiety of citizens who are forced to recognize that decisions of prime con-
cern to them are now being made by international institutions and multina-
tional enterprises. In fact, globalization seems to have been hijacked by eco-
nomic forces, while politics and the nation-state, where representative 
democracy is exercised, have been relegated to the sidelines. In the context of 
globalization, citizens, who used to play or felt they were playing an important 
role in determining their destiny, are seeing their participation in the deci-
sion-making process diminish, and their feeling of powerlessness is growing. 

Over the last decade, determined to retake control of their lives, citizens have 
joined together in civil society organizations that have woven real networks 
and a broad coalition of anti-globalization and alternative globalization move-
ments. These networks are developing in the North and in the South alike and 
are now becoming players in globalization. Presented as an alternative to the 
World Economic Forum, the World Social Forum of Porto Alegre is the most 
visible reflection of this momentum, with its slogan, "Another world is possi-
ble." While Rebecca Abers’ article recalls for us why the city of Porto Alegre 
in Brazil became the rallying point for the World Social Forum, the case stud-
ies presented by Sidney Ribaux and Yves Vaillancourt remind us of the soli-
darity networks and movements that are springing up between the North and 
South in fields as diverse as the environment, fair trade, and the social econ-
omy. For his part, Mark Selman looks critically at the role of all the players in 
globalization, including civil society organizations, and concludes that none of 
them gives priority to the common good. He points to the difficulties that in-
digenous peoples face in regaining control over the development of their com-
munities and in establishing partnerships with the various players in globaliza-
tion. 

Immigration is an intrinsic component of globalization and, in fact, brings 
with it sharply contrasting values and cultural visions of citizenship and de-
mocracy, which form the basis of the social fabric. This questioning of the very 
fundamentals of the social fabric, i.e., the notions of citizenship and democ-
racy, is reflected in the divided opinions of citizens around the world when 
asked about their views of immigration: while 43% of respondents feel that 
immigration is a good thing for their country, 47% believe the contrary.6 The 
hostility index varies from one country to the next, without any pronounced 
regional trends. While the opinion poll does not provide a very firm explana-
tion of these variations, it suggests that the experience of immigration, recent 
events, the type of immigrants and their origin have an influence on peoples’ 

 
6
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opinions. Canada, a multicultural country, ranks fourth among the most wel-
coming countries, with 74% of the public favourable to immigration, a per-
centage that rises to 92% among young people between 18 and 24 years.7 The 
case study presented by Punam Khosla on women of colour living in Metro-
politan Toronto addresses these issues of immigration and citizenship. She 
reminds us that immigration regulations are at the centre of the new security 
measures, and that they result in racial profiling. She questions the reality be-
hind the multicultural rhetoric, noting that security for immigrants can come 
only with their inclusion in the social and economic life of their new homeland 
and that the barriers whether sexist or racist to such participation have not 
yet been removed. 

Since the events of September 11, 2001, the war on terrorism has dominated 
the international political scene and security measures are increasingly affect-
ing people’s lives worldwide, and in particular the movements of people be-
tween countries. The Léger Marketing opinion poll questioned people from 
around the world on these issues. It found that for the world as a whole, the 
most pressing problem of our time is the persistent gap between rich and poor 
(26%), whereas terrorism came far behind as the second-ranking concern 
(12%), followed by unemployment (9%), wars and conflicts (8%), and eco-
nomic problems (7%).8 Serge Lafrance summed it up this way, “Whether peo-
ple live in the Netherlands, in the East Indies, in Cameroon, in Canada, or in 
Brazil, the findings lead to the same conclusion: Reduce the gap between rich 
and poor to assure economic security for all.”9 He then goes on to say, “The 
main challenges expressed by the public are related to both economic security 
(the gap between rich and poor, 26%; underemployment, 9%; economic prob-
lems, 7%) and physical security (terrorism, 12%; wars and conflicts, 8%).10 

Civil society organizations involved with anti-globalization or alter-
globalization networks have taken every opportunity to keep the focus on ques-
tions of economic inequality and poverty. In doing so, they are reflecting the 
concerns of the world's people, for whom living conditions are the central pri-
ority. Without downplaying the importance of physical security, what these 
data have to do with it is really human security, which is the central idea in 
Christine Laliberté's article, and one that differs sharply from the more coer-
cive notion of State security. 
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As Kevin Meyer puts it, “The ability of leaders to provide for the economic 
well-being of their citizens appears to have much more influence on how posi-
tively they are perceived."11 The high degree of dissatisfaction with the world's 
leaders would seem to reflect people's view that leaders do not really take their 
needs into account. If the current mechanisms of democratic governance can-
not maintain public trust in our leaders, then it is the credibility of our insti-
tutions themselves that is at stake. 

It is clear that the people of the world will no longer accept the kind of de-
mocracy in which principles are not reflected in practice. Today's citizens 
want to participate in the exercise of democracy. Living in a democracy is not 
enough they want to practice democracy in their lives. Recognizing that rep-
resentative democracy is in crisis, but that its value is still unquestioned by 
nearly 80% of the world population, we must ask ourselves how it can be im-
proved. How can democracy be renewed and become truly participatory and 
open to all citizens? In other words, how to we move from the principle of de-
mocracy to the practice of democracy? It is the conditions for the exercise of 
participatory democracy that we must address if we are to answer the ques-
tions raised in the preceding articles. These case studies are not theoretical 
models but rather specific illustrations of participatory democracy in action. 
We shall explore their contributions from the following angles: 

• The existence of public democratic forums  

• Participation and the exercise of citizenship  

• Learning and building individual and collective capacities  

• The legitimacy and credibility of our institutions: a problem of democratic 
governance 

THE EXISTENCE OF PUBLIC DEMOCRATIC FORUMS 

At the outset, we must recognize that there can be no practice of democracy 
without places where citizens can participate in the exercise of democracy. 
These can be organizations, networks or civil society movements in which citi-
zens can voluntarily become engaged. But they can also be forums for consul-
tation, participation and consensus building established by public institutions 
or municipal, provincial, national or even international governments. Without 
public forums of this kind where people can participate and engage in democ-
ratic debate, democracy remains merely a concept. The case studies show that 
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such spaces exist, or that they should be established, and that citizens join 
them. 

As a nonprofit organization, Équiterre has democratic structures of govern-
ance (Board of Directors, a general meeting) and a membership that is open to 
all. It therefore offers a variety of opportunities for citizen engagement. In its 
activities it encourages individual responsibility and a spirit of volunteerism 
among citizens, who are invited to join its ranks and to take part in its educa-
tion and mobilization campaigns or its action programs. 

The case study on the democratization of knowledge shows clearly that even 
universities, often considered as “ivory towers”, can provide opportunities for 
democratic practice. The university-community partnerships that UQAM has 
developed since its creation offer some good examples. Whether we look at the 
community services programme, the research management bodies and coordi-
nating committees of LAREPPS or CURA on the Social Economy, the key 
words are partnership on equal footing with the community. This rootedness 
in the community and the establishment of partnership mechanisms for man-
aging research are indeed the hallmarks of UQAM's institutional approach. 

The participatory budget of Porto Alegre is an outstanding example of a 
democratic forum sponsored by a municipal government in a country of the 
South. In her case study, Rebecca Abers shows that the participatory budget-
ing process was an extremely open one in which all citizens could participate. 
Forums were also established at the neighbourhood and municipal council 
levels for democratic debate on budget priorities. Thematic and regional fo-
rums were added to allow more thorough debate on the necessary trade-offs. 
Clearly, in a municipal government setting, it goes without saying that the po-
litical party in power must have a vision and a plan for setting up these de-
mocratic mechanisms. 

The action research project with women of colour in Metropolitan Toronto 
produced a forum in which these women could speak out and exchange views 
among themselves and with the researcher. The author shows that there is 
still a glaring lack of a democratic forum that will take specific account of the 
problems identified and enable women of colour to effectively participate in 
seeking solutions. 

We could also say that such spaces are lacking in the Haisla community of Ki-
tamaat Village. While indigenous people have democratic structures for 
developing their village, they are based on Western decision-making models 
that are not rooted in the local ancestral culture. Moreover, many of the levers 
of local and regional development are beyond their control. For example, deci-
sions taken at the regional level affect the Haisla community, and yet its con-
cerns are not taken into account. The author calls for organizing meetings and 
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partnerships to this end among socioeconomic stakeholders of the region. In ef-
fect, he is calling for the development of a new form of democracy, for the es-
tablishment of democratic forums at the regional level. 

As Christine Laliberté notes, Canada's approach to state security to fight 
terrorism threatens the very foundations of our democratic system of 
governance. The security measures introduced have produced a culture of 
secrecy and have violated fundamental rights and freedoms, without any 
obvious gains in terms of security. She calls for the development of forums to 
construct democratic governance of human security in Canada, which would 
give a voice to civil society actors and provide room for them to engage in 
debate and to develop solutions that will truly guarantee public security. This 
option favours an approach to constructing “human security” through the 
exercise of democracy rather than through tighter controls to guarantee State 
security. The existence of these democratization forums is not enough in itself to enable 
the exercise of democracy. Other necessary conditions have to do with citizen 
participation, the training and civic education needed for full participation, 
and above all, the credibility of the processes and institutions involved. 

PARTICIPATION AND THE EXERCISE OF CITIZENSHIP 

In all the case studies, the core of democratic development is citizen partici-
pation in decisions that concern them: a central feature of effective democ-
racy… between elections. Citizen participation is essential to transform our 
representative democracies into participatory democracies. Unfortunately, 
citizen participation is too often confined to consultation through information 
campaigns, opinion polls, advisory committees, or public hearings. While all 
these forms of consultation are useful, they do not amount to authentic par-
ticipation12 by citizens, which requires that they be involved in the decisions 
that concern them, from the outset of the process until the decision is made. 

Whether we seek to develop a culture of inclusion as Punam Khosla calls for in 
her study of women of colour in Toronto, to create non-profit organizations 
that will provide a collective voice and influence social and economic devel-
opment through individual gestures, as is the case with Équiterre, to develop 
an exchange of knowledge between researchers and practitioners, as is done at 
UQAM, or to learn to live together and to recognize each others' needs, as the 
citizens of Porto Alegre had to do, citizen participation is at the heart of these 
case studies. 
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Participation by citizens, as equal individuals, within groups and organizations 
of civil society, brings with it some difficulties of communication, human rela-
tions, and power sharing. And those problems can be compounded by cultural 
diversity. That is the very nature of social life, which encourages, indeed, de-
mands that we discipline our nature, civilize our behaviour, and open our 
minds to other people and other cultures. This is what the International 
Commission on Education for the 21st Century very properly called “Learning 
to live together,”13 which is one of the great challenges of our contemporary 
multicultural societies. The process of participation becomes even more com-
plex when we try to establish partnerships between two organizations of very 
different nature, between organizational cultures with differing objectives and 
ways of acting. As Yves Vaillancourt notes, recognizing the other person and 
his (or her) knowledge, the organizational culture and the particular role of 
each partner, and the limits imposed by the nature of the organizations, is a 
prerequisite for creating a climate of collaboration and an essential condition 
for success. 

Involving citizens in decision-making becomes even more complicated within 
a government structure where elected officials are held accountable to the 
voters. Authentic citizen participation is not a technical and bureaucratic ex-
ercise, but the result of real political will to involve citizens in the decisions 
that concern them. As Rebecca Abers shows, citizen participation requires 
that there be consultation, but also forums for debate and negotiation in order 
to reach a consensus from which decisions can emerge. She also points out 
that citizen participation must be sustained throughout the exercise. Respect 
for the citizens, transparency in the process, and confidence that the results 
will be taken into consideration by elected officials are conditions for success. 

In her analysis, Christine Laliberté also draws our attention to the importance 
of citizen participation in the democratic governance of human security, if our 
environment is to become a safe place to live. She draws upon the recommen-
dations of the Commission on Human Security, which made citizen participa-
tion the focal point of the process for rethinking human security in light of the 
values and needs of the people concerned. She relates some very interesting 
experiments with democratic governance of security issues in Toronto and in 
some South African communities, which  produced tangible results. 

Democratic citizen participation inevitably encounters obstacles. The case 
studies presented by Punam Khosla and Mark Selman demonstrate the mag-
nitude of the barriers to such participation for immigrant women, and particu-
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larly for women of colour, as well as for members of indigenous communities. 
While there are real limits to the structures and mechanisms of participation 
in the city of Toronto, as Punam Khosla notes, socioeconomic and cultural 
barriers contribute to make women of colour into second-class citizens. She 
reminds us that the racial discrimination and sexism they face limit their par-
ticipation in social, economic and democratic life, and the full enjoyment of 
their rights as citizens. 

Mark Selman shows how indigenous communities have been disinherited of 
their ancestral culture and weakened by a culture of dependency from which 
they are struggling to escape, individually and collectively. He notes that First 
Nations people live as second-class citizens in conditions of poverty and with 
housing, health and education services that are clearly inferior to the Cana-
dian average, to which must be added dependency on drugs and alcohol. 
These very complex cultural, social and economic barriers limit their partici-
pation in the exercise of democracy. 

It goes without saying that if citizens are to participate fully in democratic life 
they must have the necessary tools to do so. Civic education and the develop-
ment of individual skills are essential to ensure the vitality of democracy. 
Empowerment of citizens and capacities-building also depends on learning 
and training. Citizens must be supported in this endeavour. 

LEARNING AND CAPACITY-BUILDING 

While knowledge is now the key to the development of society and the econ-
omy, it is also indispensable for the development of democracy. How can citi-
zens participate fully in the exercise of democracy if they have not mastered 
the tools? Do they have the communication skills to speak out at public con-
sultation meetings and express their points of view? Are they able to organize 
and run meetings and set up their own organizations? Are they able to under-
stand the specialized language and reports of the experts? Do they have access 
to all the information they need to make decisions? Do they have the man-
agement know-how to offer an enlightened opinion on the problem at hand? 

Of course, citizens are thoroughly aware of the issues that concern them and 
they can identify appropriate solutions that will meet their needs. In this ex-
ercise, however, they have to deal with experts and be able to persuade those 
experts that their solutions are feasible. Participation and citizen 
empowerment for the future of the community requires the development of 
individual skills and the collective capacities of the community. Training 
stands at the heart of this potential for development, as our case studies dem-
onstrate. 
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Rebecca Abers shows that the participatory budget of Porto Alegre was a real 
success in terms of citizen participation, and also an opportunity for civic edu-
cation. She makes the very pertinent point that the municipal government ac-
tively supported citizen participation by hiring professionals to conduct the 
meetings and the consultation forums, allowing the people to assert ownership 
over the budget, and supporting the development of citizen associations. This 
was the occasion for the citizens to learn to express their viewpoints, to 
broaden their outlook and their understanding of budgetary issues, and to de-
velop compromise positions. Following the participatory budget experiment, 
there was a burgeoning of associations and civil society groups offering a vari-
ety of channels for citizen involvement, and giving greater vitality to democ-
ratic life. 

In Kitamaat Village, the band council is placing its hopes in education and 
the development of individual skills to ensure the collective development of 
the community's capacity. The council has established a working group to 
support capacity development and community initiatives. Preschool educa-
tion, vocational guidance and development, preparation for the workforce, and 
help for young people are the central concerns. At the same time, a manage-
ment program is underway for band council managers and future managers so 
they can acquire the skills needed to run services and to develop and manage 
economic projects. 

Punam Khosla shows that we can also learn from our peers by informally shar-
ing information and exchanging views, as was the case with the women in-
volved in the action research among women of colour in Metropolitan To-
ronto. She demonstrates that the empowerment of women of colour is key to 
their capacity to participate in democratic life and that they are still lacking 
the necessary tools. The research project recommended, among other things, 
the establishment of community drop-in centres for women, the development 
of programmes and initiatives and training to fight violence. These informal 
learning tools are essential to any collective effort at empowerment. 

Civil society organizations are also making training a key to their action. The 
democratic functioning of these associations provides in itself many learning 
opportunities, as do their education and public awareness programmes. These 
programmes help to increase both knowledge and public awareness about 
various issues. Équiterre is trying to transform consumer habits to make them 
socially, economically and environmentally more responsible. Programmes are 
aimed at changing people's lifestyles, teaching them new ways of living and 
consuming responsibly. These education activities, with their highly practical 
bent, are effective tools for empowering individuals and communities to de-
velop a more equitable society. 
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In his study on democratizing knowledge, Yves Vaillancourt shows the power 
of partnership research to bring about change, despite the demands and the 
difficulties involved. When researchers are open to learning from practice, and 
when practitioners are open to learning from research, the two groups can 
move forward together. The quality of knowledge and practice will be thereby 
transformed and enriched. It is this kind of mixing of the know-how of citizens 
and of experts that is needed for authentic citizen participation in democracy: 
pooling knowledge and reinforcing each other’s strengths in seeking adequate 
solutions for a better democratic life. 

If they are to participate, citizens must have the necessary tools, interpersonal 
skills, and the technical and civic know-how to engage in the process. They 
must also have access to information and to training and coaching in order to 
understand the issues and processes. Legitimate though our institutions may 
be, it is only through this approach that they can retrieve their credibility 
with the people they serve. 

THE LEGITIMACY AND CREDIBILITY OF INSTITUTIONS: A PROBLEM OF 
DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE 

As the “Voice of the People 2006” opinion poll reminds us, democracy is in 
crisis. Citizens around the world value representative democracy, in having a 
democratic country where political leaders are elected in free and fair elec-
tions. But they are obviously dissatisfied with the outcomes of that democracy. 
They have the feeling that governments ignore their wishes and they have lost 
confidence in their political leaders. People have gone from admiration for 
democracy to scepticism and disillusionment about political leaders. It is this 
that gives rise to the democratic deficit we see today. This increased public 
disillusionment, as seen in 2004’s World Economic Survey, led Kevin Meyer 
to state: “Global leaders listen up—the citizens of the world have given you a 
‘no confidence vote’. 14” 

Yet there are ways to resolve the crisis of democracy. Citizen participation in 
democratic governance must be the centrepiece of any response. Representa-
tive democracy retains all its legitimacy and remains highly valued. Citizens 
recognize the legitimacy of democratic institutions; it is trust and credibility 
that are lacking. It is time for elected officials, for the parliamentarians of to-
day's democracies, to listen and to take steps to deal with this democratic 
deficit and restore credibility to our public institutions. Such solutions call for 
the political leaders of this world to restore citizenry to its central place in 
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democracy. "People are not only the fountain of authority but also the benefi-
ciaries of democracy and the ultimate judges of whether the democratic proc-
ess has been respected in the formation of a government."15 

Given the complexity of worldwide problems and the feeling of powerlessness 
in the face of globalization, it is important to bring decision-making as close as 
possible to the citizens. If the democratic process is to be improved and its 
credibility restored, it is essential that citizens be allowed to participate in de-
cisions that affect them, to take back power and control over the development 
of their communities. The case study on the participatory budget of Porto 
Alegre is an eloquent example of what can be done when the political will ex-
ists. 

As our case studies have shown, citizen participation is making headway in 
many places. Citizens are becoming involved in their communities, and are 
striving to make themselves heard, to participate in debates and in the deci-
sions that concern them. They are setting up nongovernmental organizations, 
constructing alternatives all around the world, and developing networks of 
mutual support, solidarity and development. We could document as many ini-
tiatives as the growth of “alternative globalization” networks allow us to do. 

Citizens are becoming increasingly involved in their communities. They are 
determined to act and to take charge of their destiny. This is a hopeful sign, as 
the “Voice of the People 2006” points out: nearly three people out of ten are 
engaged in volunteer social activity of some kind. Worldwide, 28% of the 
population engage in volunteer activities, and in Canada the figure is 57%,16 
placing us in second rank after Norway, at 67%. In fact, "volunteer work ap-
pears related to what is called the "third sector".  This means the wide variety 
of organizations that occupy a space outside the state and outside the market, 
as not-for-profit organizations, also known as non-governmental organizations 
or NGOs".17 

The report points out that public confidence in civil society organizations re-
mains high. It also notes that research assigns a significant economic value to 
volunteer activity, quite apart from its contribution to social cohesion and 
unity, especially in conflict and post-conflict situations. All of this citizen mo-
bilization is producing a great variety of social, cultural, economic and political 
innovations. In the past, many government programs were sparked by citizen 
innovations at the local level. There is a vast reservoir of experience on which 
we can draw in rethinking and renewing our democratic practices. 

 
15

 Gilani, p. 42. 
16

 Ricardo Hermelo and Constanza Cilley, ‘Volunteer Work: A Message of Hope,’ in Voice, chapter 6, table 2, p. 123. 
17

 Ibid, p. 120. 
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It would be a terrible mistake to relegate all these experiences to the margins 
of society. Citizens want political leaders to listen to them, they are eager to 
participate in public life, and they want to be involved in the decisions that 
affect them. They are in a position to help find solutions appropriate to their 
needs. They require civic education and democratic forums to do this. In this 
way we can anchor democracy firmly in reality, and give ourselves the means 
to reinvent and improve democracy and allow it to flourish. 

Democratic governance, in the end, is the antidote to the current democratic 
deficit. Participatory democracy will never be a purely technical affair. It is a 
political process and it demands leadership that can innovate and renew itself. 
It is by allowing citizens to become players in society, builders of democracy, 
and defenders of human security that we will find the keys to better democ-
ratic governance. For that is the challenge of renewing democracy in the con-
text of globalization: learning to live together, in peace, locally and worldwide. 



 

 

ANNEX: 
FRAMING PAPER FOR 
THE PROJECT  

Nigel Martin 

INTRODUCTION 

The Carold Institute is dedicated to understanding and supporting the evolv-
ing nature of Canadian voluntarism and voluntary organizations as well as the 
growing range of activities of Canadian civil society. The philosophy behind 
the Carold programme is that a healthy volunteer sector is an integral compo-
nent of a vibrant democracy. In recent years the language has broadened and 
the notion of voluntarism has expanded to encompass the diverse activities 
undertaken by Canadian and international civil society. 

Civil society has been defined as ’ an arena, separate from the state, the mar-
ket and the individual household, in which people organize themselves and act 
together to promote their common interests.  

Over the past year the Board of Directors of Carold has undertaken an inter-
nal review of its programming priorities. This project, “Building Local and 
Global democracy” is the result of that review.  

The project is designed to create an ongoing dialogue amongst carefully se-
lected participants over a period of about two years. The dialogue will try to 
foresee the role that Canadian civil society has to play within a modern de-
mocracy, and especially how it does so within a rapidly evolving context of 
globalization It will put special emphasis on lessons derived for Canadian as 
well as international civil society which help them to meet the challenges of 
democracy enhancement and building. It bears mentioning that the impact of 
9/11 and its aftermath is a major factor in the thinking behind this project.  
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CONTEXT SETTING 

THE IMPAC T OF GLOBALIZATION ON DEMOCRACY 

The inexorable advancement of globalization is cutting across all aspects of 
human activity, impacting upon the work of governments, the corporate sector 
and civil societies. This phenomenon has led to a spectacular growth of an in-
ternationally- oriented civil society. It is impossible to ignore the ‘swarming’ 
impact of those civilians around the world who marched to protest the Iraq 
war, or who now gather regularly at the annual meetings of the World Bank, 
IMF or WTO, amongst many others. The rise of the anarchist movement also 
redefines traditional voluntarism as does the “New Diplomacy”, an increas-
ingly systematic development of alliances between international civil society 
and Southern governments. While the process of globalization is enhancing in-
ternational cooperation and understanding and while it has already made 
global interdependence a living reality, it is also, in many cases, widening the 
gap between the rich and the poor, the powerful and the weak.  

All of civil society operates within and is affected by the external social and 
political context. The process of globalization continues to broaden this con-
text for Canadian civil society and in order to better understand what, at first 
glance may appear for some to be a Canadian phenomenon; it has become es-
sential to look at it from a global perspective.  

The rapidity of globalization has left our current political structures in its 
wake, structures which were designed for another era. Issues that once were 
appropriately within the domain of national governments have now become 
internationalized. The same holds true for voluntary action. Increasingly, Ca-
nadian civil society organizations (CSOs) realize that in order to attain their 
objectives, be they in the domain of environment, or health, or youth, etc., 
their efforts will only be effective if concerted action is taken at an interna-
tional level.  

Just as many political structures have become outdated, so have many of the 
traditional civil society alignments. In particular there has been a rapid 
growth of civil society in the South, as well as within much of the former So-
viet block, and the traditional donor-recipient relation between the resource 
rich NGOs of the North and their Southern ‘partners’ is no longer viable. 
Throughout the South there is a growing concern that their traditional allies, 
northern-based NGOs, have now become part of the problem.  

This is leading to a somewhat paradoxical situation in a country like Canada. 
On the one hand, those Canadian ‘International’ NGOs, with their extensive 
international experience and knowledge, are in imminent danger of becoming 
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outdated if they do not change their ways. On the other hand, domestic Ca-
nadian organizations, who have developed knowledge and constituencies 
around local or national Canadian issues, are being forced more and more to 
function on an international level.  

AN GLOBAL GOVERN AN CE V ACUUM 

This rapid and global realignment of political and social forces has created a 
political vacuum, and most importantly a democratic vacuum, or as it is often 
referred to, a democratic deficit. This is as true for civil society as it is for gov-
ernments. 

Globalization has eroded the sovereign capacity of the nation state. Increas-
ingly, the private sector, which is accountable only to a shifting group of 
shareholders, is taking decisions that, while affecting national economies, are 
beyond the control of national governments. The only global governance body 
which has some claim to being democratically based, the UN, is losing more 
and more of its authority to other multilateral bodies, such as the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), the gathering of the heads of state of the richest 
western countries (the G8); and now the L20 (an expanded club of the pow-
erful states); organizations which are dominated by the wealthy countries and 
which cannot reasonably claim to be globally democratic. The UN itself is 
dominated by its Security Council, with veto powers given to those few pow-
erful member states whose inclusion reflected the political realities of immedi-
ate post WW2. 

Thus, at the very time when more and more governance issues must be dealt 
with globally, the rigid and outmoded traditional governance structures con-
tinue to stand in the way of change while key decision making bodies forge 
ahead with decreasing accountability to citizens. 

This situation is now seriously compounded by the hegemonic aspirations of 
the current American administration. Their refusal to be party to a growing 
number of international treaties and their lack of constructive participation in 
key multilateral bodies is also eroding the probability of creating a new form of 
democratic global governance.  

To date there appears to be relatively little political will by the Northern gov-
ernments to seriously democratize the current system of governance. Surpris-
ingly perhaps, it is international civil society, NGOs, academia and the un-
ions, which is rising to challenge this impasse and which is giving increasing 
visible leadership towards defining a form of governance premised upon, and 
structured to be accountable to all peoples of the world. 
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IMPACT UPON C AN AD A 

At the national level of governance, Canada, like other countries, is losing con-
trol over certain aspects of its sovereignty. Multilateral trade agreements in-
creasingly form the basis for Canadian economic decisions, and these same 
agreements have direct impact upon traditional national policy matters such 
as culture, environment, and the desired extent of governmental intervention. 

The growing inability of the Canadian government to exercise ultimate control 
over issues previously within its domain impacts, in turn, on Canadian civil 
society. As a result, our CSOs are increasingly involved in two broad ap-
proaches. On the one hand they are attempting to influence the global 
agenda, typically, but not exclusively, by dealing directly with multilateral 
agencies, including the UN. Normally this is done in collaboration with 
NGOs from other countries, often under the aegis of an international umbrella 
organization. 

At the same time Canadian civil society remains vigorous in its efforts to influ-
ence domestic issues, again typically by mobilizing a concerned constituency 
to apply public pressure at the appropriate governmental level.  

INTERNATION AL EFFORTS TO C OUNTER THE DEMOCRATIC  

DEFICIT 

In some parts of the world, particularly in the South, civil society is using its 
collective capacity to try to strengthen their national governments in order to 
help them resist pressures from the Northern dominated private or multilat-
eral sector. 

Also, a series of new civil society international fora have emerged, including 
the World Social Forum in Brazil, CIVICUS in Johannesburg, the Montreal 
International Forum and most recently, Ubuntu in Barcelona. The common 
interest of these new groupings is to strengthen the ability of international 
civil society to impact upon global democracy. 

Importantly however, from the local to the global level, there is also a growing 
effort by civil society to play a direct role in governance. These approaches 
range from an increasingly articulate and youth-led defence of anarchism, to a 
UN reform, which would include formal inclusion of international civil society, 
to a sustained call for “peoples’ parliaments”.  

In effect, the traditional democratic model conceived in the West is under at-
tack. For some activists, it is an issue of reform, while others are calling for an 
entirely new form of democratic governance.  

It is also important to note that much of the ‘attack’ on the current form of 
governance is passive in nature. A growing number of Canadian and other 
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citizens appear to be opting out, refusing to support the current system, refus-
ing to vote and/or deliberately destroying their ballots, and turning their po-
litical energies elsewhere. 

ENGAGING PRACTITIONERS TO BUILD LOCAL AND GLOBAL DEMOCRACY 

While, in many respects, Canadian civil society is healthy and even thriving, 
the rather ambiguous governance situation as described above has prompted 
Carold to launch this project. Increasingly, Canadian civil society is required, 
willingly or otherwise, to function within a global context.  

In some parts of the world, including to an important degree, Canada, a cli-
mate of fear has emerged, stemming from the horrors of 9/11, but sustained by 
a media frenzy and cynical political manipulation. This climate includes a 
sense of poorly defined foreboding, and has led to fear-based governance that 
can justify curtailing civil liberties in the name of democracy.  

Canadian and other civil societies are in the process of trying to move into this 
growing democratic vacuum. This has, in turn, led to an important backlash 
against them, one that questions their legitimacy, their accountability and 
whether they are suitable representatives of their constituencies. In the view 
of Carold, this backlash, threatening as it does a freely functioning civil soci-
ety, gives a sense of urgency to this project. 

The project is highlighted by some distinct characteristics favouring open 
communication and interaction. It consists of an ongoing dialogue over a pe-
riod of two years in which case studies involving issues and/or methods consid-
ered to be of importance by the project participants were identified; The pre-
liminary findings of these case studies were presented at G05 (Global 
Democracy: Civil society Visions and Strategies), an international conference 
which took place in Montréal in May 2005. 

These presentations allowed Carold group members to get feedback on their 
specific research as well as on the overall project. . This feedback will be inte-
grated into the final phase of dialogue and any eventual conclusions and rec-
ommendations. 

ON GOIN G DI ALOGUE AN D CHOOSIN G PAR TICIPANTS 

By hosting continuous reflection seminars, the Carold Institute hopes to ob-
serve the dynamic within a group of committed civil society representatives 
sharing their perceptions on globalism, democratization, citizenship and learn-
ing. The selection of group members was based on a fair representation of 
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Canada’s bilingual heritage, and the need for gender-balance as well as profes-
sional and ethnic diversity.  

Each member brought his/her own expertise on democracy-building initia-
tives. The continuous and open dialogue enriched the familiarity each had on 
this matter but also helped the group to choose case studies and papers that 
reflected the diverse preoccupations of group members. This allows for a more 
holistic understanding of the challenges to and lessons of democracy-building. 

IDENTIFIC ATION OF C ASE STUDIES 

The Carold Board participated with selected participants in an open analysis 
of the project’s central theme. They then identified five major themes, each of 
which was suitable for a case study. The five sub-themes were:  

• New Forms of Governance 

• Security 

• The Social Economy 

• Education 

• Aboriginal Communities 

After extensive analysis and dialogue amongst the Board members, six case 
studies and authors were identified. These are: 

• Porto Alegre and the Participatory Budget: Civic Education, Politics and 
the Possibilities for Replication; author, Rebecca Abers  

• Équiterre de l’idéalisme à l’action individuelle et politique / Équiterre: From 
idealism to individual citizen and political activism ; author Sidney Ribaux 

• La démocratisation de la connaissance: L’expérience des pratiques de recherche dans 
le domaine de l’économie sociale misant sur un partenariat université-communauté / 
Democratizing Knowledge: Research Experiments Based on University-
Community Partnerships; author Yves Vaillancourt 

• Capacity Building in Kitimaat; author Mark Selman  

• Security and Citizens: New Definitions and New Partnerships, author Pu-
nam Khosla 

In addition a paper was commissioned, which while not a case study, has 
given an analytical overview of the possible social and democratic implications 
of new security measures introduced into Canada following the events of 9/11. 
This paper is entitled: 

• Security for a Civil Society; author Christine Laliberté 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Beyond the insights and lessons from specific case studies, several important 
crosscutting issues emerge. 

First, some of the terminology dealing with the fundamental issues underlin-
ing this project remains ambiguous to many and is open to diverse interpreta-
tion. Often a different word is used to describe what appears to be a similar, if 
not the same phenomenon. 

Examples include the usages of: the third sector/ the voluntary sector/the civil 
society. The search for a new model of democracy has led to the inter-usage of 
the following terms; representative democracy, participatory democracy, de-
liberative democracy, and direct democracy.  

Moreover, given the issues that are being dealt with, civil society and global 
governance concepts are both relatively recent in academic and activist par-
lance, it is not surprising that there are overlapping and/or duplications in the 
terminology. However, it does indicate to Carold that some of our basic termi-
nology has to be clarified and standardized.  

Second, case studies also reinforce the need to better understand the relation 
between local and global democracy building. This is a recurring issue and, 
indeed, for each case study, this appeared to be a difficult linkage to establish. 
It is essential that this linkage emerge ‘naturally’ and that the inherent prem-
ise of this project, that local and global linkages are paramount, not be applied 
in an abstract or forced manner.  

Lastly, beyond case studies, at first glance it appears that for those working at 
the local level, some issues confronting the daily realities of the constituents 
are, with time, identified as being rooted in a regional or global economic or 
political context. It is less obvious that those who work on an international 
level are sensitive to and plugged into local realities. In fact, in some instances, 
it is obvious that ‘outside’ activists are prepared to sacrifice local interest to 
their perception of the needs of the ‘greater good’. 
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