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Report on Focus Group discussions

One of the significant components of the planning process is getting input from key stakeholders: groups and organizations that have an interest in the products, services and development of the Centre. The potential stakeholders span the range of non-profit organizations, business enterprises and government departments associated with the social sector. The representatives of these organizations were consequently invited to participate in Focus Group sessions with the research team.  The intent of the exercise was to gather views, suggestions and share ideas regarding the issues that required addressing in the establishment and development of the Centre, and to get feedback on the proposed objectives and activities.

The groups comprised three categories of stakeholders: business entrepreneurs, representatives of non-profit organizations and representatives from the public sector (provincial government).  Each group discussion was guided by a set of questions as indicated below.  However, it is worth mentioning that the number of group members varied both within groups and between locations.  The bigger groups tended to comprise membership from the non-profit sector, followed by business entrepreneurs while only one of the provincial government officials attended any of the groups. 

SECTION I: VIEWS FROM BUSINESS ENTREPRENEURS’ FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

There was no information collected from the business community in Agassiz-Harrison.  Individual organizations’ information was captured through a self-administered information sheet (Annex1, 2) to provide additional information on the nature and areas of specialization of each participant/organization.  From this, it can be stated that in most cases the business group participants group was composed of small business owners (sole proprietorships) or partnerships (two persons).  Most had been in existence for at least 5 years and had been involved in community development activities through funding specific initiatives, employing disadvantaged groups etc.  Many also viewed themselves as falling under the loose definition of social entrepreneurs. 

1.1.
 AN EXAMINATION OF THE OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 
Business sector Focus Group participants were asked to describe the current business climate and how it differed from 5 or 10 years ago. 

In Abbotsford, the representatives indicated that the entire Lower Mainland had experienced a fair amount of change due to political and economic factors.  The greatest changes had been evidenced in the number of sole business proprietorships encompassing a larger portion of the economy.  A surge in individual business starts had increased significantly, making this sector a much more significant part of the economy than it ever had been.  From a small business perspective, business people do business irrespective of the climate—hence, the more favorable the climate becomes, the more people are willing to take risks.   When such risk is smaller, the tendency was for more speculative business, in an effort to bridge the gaps and take advantage of the opportunity.  In this sense, therefore, it could be argued that there had really been no significant changes for small business, since its economic decisions generally remained largely unaffected by macro factors such as government changes etc.  Larger business were however significantly susceptible to such changes.  Despite this, many small businesses were finding it difficult to survive in the face of encroaching big corporations.  Such  businesses also felt that customs and trade regulations had not been supportive of small business and in the face of this, large box-stores types had the advantage for survival.

In Chilliwack, business representatives reported a “very positive, growing, vibrant and dynamic” climate for business. The representative noted that there are always opportunities for business in good and bad times, depending on the viewpoint, and for private enterprise this had been the case.  Regardless of the business climate of the day, business, including social enterprises, had done well and there remained a place for their services.

In Mission, entrepreneurs echoed the sentiment that opportunities abounded even for small businesses but because of the changes in the economy it called for creative responses to the challenges that the environment posed.  For example, disposable income had been negatively impacted by the hikes in gas prices and therefore while big companies’ performance was sustainable because of their business volumes, small business are struggling to stay in business.  

For the smaller communities such as Hope, the labour variable was the most notable change affecting development.  This had suffered over the past ten years due to the decline of the primary industries: mining, forestry and logging.  For example, five years earlier, the local mill had closed down resulting in less than one tenth of the local employees (numbering 300 previously) being currently employed.  This had negatively impacted business and caused many to relocate to the Valley.  

External international factors were also identified as having impacted the communities variously. Tourism for example had been hard hit following the incidences of mad cow disease, SARs, September 11th etc.  These factors coupled with the unique location of communities such as Hope had put many in an awkward position.  

1.2 CHALLENGES TO DOING BUSINESS IN THE FRASER VALLEY

Each group gave an opinion on what each considered as the economic, social and environmental challenges facing the Fraser Valley region.

The most common economic problems cited by all groups was lack of employment and accessibility

to employment. As one representative put it, “an emphasis on creative responses to the environment in 

which we work in is becoming critical, and as far as social enterprise is concerned, it’s one of the huge 

contributions that the Centre can probably make….leadership, information and understanding of the 

context”.  All groups were concerned about the high number of persons who were entering the 

communities from incarceration, without support for re-entry or long-term economic sustenance. 

Coupled with this is concern for security and increasing real poverty.  Lack of public transportation 

was cited as particularly affecting Mission and Hope where many would need to leave and work in 

the neighboring communities.  All communities noted that substance abuse and homelessness were 

becoming more pronounced problems.

A concern with air quality was noted in Hope.  Air testing over the past 15 years indicated that the

quality continued to be poor resulting in a high percentage of respiratory health problems.  Water

quality was not a significant problem: the quality in Chilliwack was rated best in Canada.

Generally, it was also noted that the economic make-up of the region had not changed much: agriculture remains largely a monoculture, manufacturing is small scale and there is no evidence of government effort to cultivate export focus in manufacturing.  In Hope for instance, despite the collapse of the single source of its economic base and its geographic location disadvantage, the other potential areas such as dairy have had no support to speak of.  Yet, the community is in dire need of resources to develop these potential alternatives in order to meet the needs of its seniors (comprising the larger proportion of the community) such as more doctors and nurses, etc.  With more disposable income available, this population had raised the value of properties in the community as well as pushing up the cost of living.  Poverty had also been seen to be on the rise in the area, as evidenced by the demand on the supplies of the Food Bank, where the majority of clients range from young mothers to unemployed youth. In such a situation, social problems such as the rise of slum landlords taking advantage of the demand for cheap accommodation created by those on government/income assistance, were bound to escalate.  

In Mission, a participant pointed out that the social environment also places barriers to people with various disabilities.  An attitude change is required to give space to people with barriers to be involved in real business.  As well, it was pointed out that it is a challenge for those involved in social enterprise to be accepted and be portrayed as valid professional businesses. 
1.3
BUSINESS SECTOR RESPONSE TO EXISTING CHALLENGES

Participants in the four communities of Abbotsford, Chilliwack, Mission, and Hope were unanimous about the need to be involved in community development. “Better communities mean better business” and the challenge was seen as one of getting businesspersons to see that they as individuals could impact the community, rather than understanding their involvement only through monetary contributions.  The contributions of various businesses, both large and small, to community initiatives and programs are nonetheless considerable.  Finding a balance between the profit motivation and community support was therefore in a sense a natural progression of business as exemplified in the social enterprise model  

In Chilliwack for example, participants maintained that “business cannot live or work independent of the communities—and that business had the responsibility to work to improve the conditions of the community”.  However, it was noted that the community involvement itself, in the form of volunteerism was one of the greatest assets and supports that a community had. In this case, any initiative that could threaten this spirit or underplay this role would certainly be detrimental to the development of a community.  In promoting social enterprises therefore, it is necessary to ensure that volunteerism remains a key support of the social enterprise sector (and social enterprise per se does not replace this).

1.4.
THE ROLE OF THE BUSINESS SECTOR IN THE COMMUNITY  

What is the role of the non-profit sector with regard to these challenges and how does or should the business sector support the non-profit sector?

In Abbotsford, Chilliwack, and Mission, participants acknowledged that closer collaboration and interaction between the two sectors had been known to impact on the parties allowing each side to better appreciate the challenges of the other.  Further, whereas NPOs should not view business support as an entitlement, business should feel an obligation to provide support as much as possible. To give encouragement to the business sector to continue supporting the community, the group recommended giving public recognition, at the community level, where this was due. The sharing of available information amongst sector members was suggested as an additional way of providing support for the sector. 

While participation was deemed “ a matter of personal choice”, most participants’ view was that ideally there should be more awareness created regarding the benefits of working together over and above giving support to non-profit organizations, social enterprises etc.

In Hope however, there was a marked difference.  It was noted that businesses are working on very

small profit margins and therefore don’t have resources to give, yet because of the size of the community and the myriad of needs, these needs far outstrip the ability of the business to support all initiatives. 

Further, since the management of the big corporations who are responsible for making financial

decisions are located outside local communities in such places as Vancouver, Montreal etc, such

companies (like Canada Rail) have not contributed to communities on which they have at minimum

an environmental and economic impact.

1.5. POTENTIAL FOR COLLABORATION/PARTNERSHIP

Any ideas on how these two sectors can work closer together in response to economic, social and environmental challenges?

Currently, there is a perceived division of roles and ‘territory’, in which business operates the business side while NPOs operate the social side through joint or common interests in a social enterprise.  However, some of the areas identified for closer cooperation between business and non-profit organizations in the communities were based on the comparative capacity advantage of business such as:

· training NPOs on business planning 

· facilitating savings 

· targeting the disadvantaged community groups in terms of programmes 

· implementing social programmes in partnership

Regarding the business community's readiness (in general) to partner with non-profits in responding to social and environmental problems?

The group in Abbotsford felt that generally, business response is largely executed through a social responsibility focus, and in this way, they may not really be ready for social enterprise as “there is more mileage to be [derived] from advertising dollars rather than public relations”.  So, most big corporations were deemed to prefer giving monetary support to initiatives rather than geting involved in social enterprise.  Small business contributions on the other hand, were seen as constrained by local government regulations, which resulted in high operating costs on such enterprises. 

The view in Mission was that awareness of the possibilities of partnership had yet to happen.  They also pointed to the fact that competition in business was part of the profit-making environment. To give respect to the social enterprises, therefore, such organizations would be expected to compete on the same footing as all other businesses.  Whether NPOs could handle such competition remained questionable. In Chilliwack however, the participants felt that they had already managed to get a very good level of partnership and community involvement.  Their concern was that social entrepreneurship should not be pursued at the expense of the existing high spirit of volunteerism and existing partnerships, or create a disincentive for volunteers and community to continue contributing to community development.

In Hope, the small size of the community created competition at both non-profit and for-profit levels.  It would therefore be unacceptable to break the territorial niches of existing organizations.  Hence, at best, support for community development would continue along predictable levels, with great reliance on the personality of the political representation, rather than from individual community level initiatives.  Nonetheless, the business community did participate to the extent possible with most businesses supporting a particular pet project.

1.6. THE PLACE OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE IN THE BUSINESS AND CORPORATE SECTOR 

How does a social enterprise approach to social and environmental challenges relate to business and the corporate sector? 

The entry of NPOs into business was seen as a positive development as “profits go back to support its programmes and those (clients) that it serves”.  This is so because business response is usually motivated when there is an opportunity to succeed.  It was categorically stated that social enterprise is not perceived as being in competition with business.  However, social enterprises have the additional responsibility (compared to business) of meeting both social and environmental bottom-lines, making it an advantage for business to be involved in social enterprise.  But because social entrepreneurship was not well understood, it was difficult to market it, even though many would want to be involved. Specifically, even the language around the term “social enterprise” provided some challenges, with some responding to it naturally, yet other businesses recoiling from it.

1.7.
BUSINESS SECTOR & NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION INVOLVEMENT IN BUSINESS ENTERPRISES 
Should NPOs get involved in and expand enterprises to meet economic, social and environmental challenges in our region or is this unfair competition for the business sector? If there is support for social enterprises how can the business sector get involved?

All participants agreed that the pure market economy could not guarantee the social good.  In this instance therefore, NPOs had the role to take care of the social purpose.  They also agreed that any organization that sought to provide the social purpose must also be held accountable, irrespective of its status.  The question of involvement was, therefore, viewed as one of finding a balance between profit motivation on one hand and social good on the other, to realize community development.  In so doing, participants agreed that the returns could be more than monetary. This additional return can be found in a non-profit organization organization: by operating a non-profit organization as a business to realize both profit and social good.  

Another suggestion for enhancing the opportunities for involvement in Mission was to create awareness of what was available and to provide the necessary support for involvement.  Support was considered very important and the distinguishing factor between social enterprise and for-profit businesses.  In Hope, for instance, relationships between businesses and NPOs are relatively good, with networking particularly working well.  The Chamber of Commerce there is also growing a more social consciousness while the new municipality, which is in the process of settling down, is expected to be supportive.  One likely way that the local authority could render the sector their support would be to reconsider the current situation, in which NPOs are liable to pay full taxes with no discounts.

On the receptivity among businesses towards the concept of social enterprise, and businesspersons’ response towards the notion of non-profits getting involved in social enterprises?

While participants in Abbotsford felt that this question would likely invoke mixed reactions, participants in Chilliwack and Mission believed that the community would be receptive.  Generally however, most businesses would be more receptive if approached to be involved in partnerships (which often they are not) as many are interested but do not know how to get involved.  Most participants pointed out that many NPOs are already involved in social enterprise and gave many examples of these – the thrift stores run by various NPOs (e.g in Hope, where the thrift shop there supports the community Food Bank), a fee for service medical transport system etc.  

However, it was made clear that for an NPO to be acceptable as a social enterprise, it needs to be in a unique position otherwise, given its advantageous status, it was would not be competing fairly with the businesses in the same sector.  In Hope for instance, it was clear that the small size of the community would likely make any notion of increased competition an unwelcome suggestion.

1.8
BUSINESS SECTOR CAPACITY TO ENGAGE IN SOCIAL ENTERPRISE
What capacity does the business sector have to get involved in or expand social enterprise undertakings?  

In general, the consensus among all participants in this category was that the key for business involvement or expansion in business, is the existence of an opportunity—and the challenge is to provide businesses with the opportunity to learn about, generate, and get information on how to or what to be involved in.  For instance, information and advice is needed on the processes entailed in developing partnerships, legal frameworks etc, and there is a gap in providing this assistance.

What support and resources would business require to embark on the social enterprise road?

As in 1.8 above, the group representatives felt that a conducive business environment, access to information and resources in form of advisories, models, mentoring were some of the areas where there are gaps.  If these gaps can be bridged by the activities of the Centre, most participants are confident that their experiences and expertise in their businesses of choice is adequate to leverage reasonable capital (loans, equity) to support their ventures. 

2. PROMOTING SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN THE FRASER VALLEY

2.1 SUPPORT FOR THE INITIATIVE

Is this a timely, good undertaking and will you support it and if so, in what way will/can you support it? 

The Abbotsford group supported the initiative.  They listed contributions they could make as being time, education and training, funds and loans.  In Hope, the participants welcomed the idea of promoting social enterprise, adding that the more rural a community is, the more critical it is to ensure that any new business is seen as occupying a particular niche: not duplicating any existing efforts. The importance of continued support for vulnerable communities such as Hope was emphasized.  In Mission the group was enthusiastic about the possibility and timeliness of a coordinated and centralized resource point to support the sector.   For Chilliwack, representatives added their voice of support noting that they would support the activities of the Centre since its objectives are in line with the community’s own activities in support of the NPO sector but also requested more information on its structure and management.

2.2.
WAYS TO PROMOTE SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN THE FRASER VALLEY
How else could social entrepreneurship be promoted in the Fraser Valley?

Participants felt that the provincial government has a primary responsibility to address social issues and hence it has a role to play in promoting social entrepreneurship.  Further, business could also play a supporting role for NPOs to generate efficiencies, effectiveness in resource allocations, risk assessments and performance contracts, and building skills at board level and in venture partnerships.  For this reason, it was deemed appropriate to encourage the development of a spectrum of organizations, ranging from NPOs through to social enterprises, so that organizations could find a fit along such a continuum.  Showcasing a model of a successful social enterprise was described as the best tool for public relations.  

2.3. REQUIRED SUPPORT FROM THE CENTRE

What other specific training, research, services and products should the Centre provide?

Ideas included:

· advocacy and lobbying

· satisfaction with the proposed activities

2.4. SUSTAINABILITY OF THE CENTRE
Advice for the Centre in respect of achieving sustainability? Should the Centre charge fees for services and how much would users be prepared to pay for such services?

All participants recommended that the Centre should charge a fee for its services.  However, they advised that it was too early to indicate exactly what the figures should be.  Instead, the key suggested to determine the actual fee and to ensure sustainability is to employ the market value pricing for its products.  This was also declared the appropriate approach since the Centre has to remain true to its own advice – as an organization that is responsible for its own sustainability.

2.5. OTHER SOURCES OF SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 

Are there other organizations or individuals that are or were particularly useful in providing support to social enterprise undertakings?

The various groups identified the following as useful references points: 

-
BC Technology Social Partners
· The British Columbia Community Economic Development Network (BC CEDNet) 

· West Kootenay Programme

· Tights Foundation

· District of Kent Leisure Centre 

· Chambers of Commerce 

· Rotary Clubs

- 
Cooperators (a local grocery store)

· Nestle Waten (warehousing)

· Community Futures

2.6. SUCCESS FACTORS FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

What do you consider the three or four elements that determine whether a specific type of business will succeed or fail? Would these hold true for social enterprises too?

In varying order of importance, the list included:

· capital

· opportunity

· market

· commitment and passion

· personal values

· ability to make connections 

2.7. CAPACITY OF NPOs TO PROGRAM ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

How would you describe the level of financial sophistication within the non-profit sector to take advantage of increased access to capital (i.e. grants, loans and equity investment opportunities) should it become available, and would you support it?

Equity investment was seen as the purview of business, which did not require any encouragement to “go for it!” For NPOs, however, sophistication is poor because the nature of their operations is such that most depend on and handle grants much more.  Consequently, they score low on capacity to seize opportunities and the utilization of loans. This was therefore identified as an area where business expertise could be shared with NPOs interested in exploring venture opportunities.

SECTION II:

VIEWS FROM NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATIONS FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

1.  What are the economic, social and environmental challenges facing the Fraser Valley region?
The most frequently identified problems across all communities were homelessness, poverty, crime, unemployment  and unemployabilty, and drug abuse.  Environmental issues also ranked high on the list of concerns. Most of this concern revolved around air quality.  Testing over the past 15 years indicates that this is consistently deteriorating and results in high percentage of respiratory problems. The water quality is also a concern in Abbotsford while Chilliwack reported that it had been found to have the best water in Canada.  Other specific challenges are detailed below. 

	
	Area
	Challenges faced

	1
	Abbotsford
	- homelessness

- rapid growth

- air quality

- transition from agriculture based economy to services 

	2
	Agassiz
	· high unemployment rates

· transportation is very minimal and doesn’t mesh with those in Chilliwack or Abbotsford

-  low education levels (high number of school drop-outs)

-  alcohol abuse

· homelessness 

· lacks a Welfare Office

- life skills training does not result in    placement due to limitations in opportunities within the community 

	3
	Chilliwack


	-  lack of requisite skills and experience

· too much duplication- no sensitivity to the effects of this on business

· imbalance between industrial job base and availability of jobs

· transportation challenges- creates a dysfunctional community

· more requirement for people to take up 2 plus jobs to make ends meet 

· environment: air quality declining

· few jobs with an expanding population 

· growth associated problems e.g. poverty, homelessness, stratification of community

· poor- rich- gap widening due to unemployment



	4
	Hope


	- poor transport infrastructure and proximity    to urban areas

· population size limits development

· sharp increase in property values

· petty crime related to drug abuse

· homelessness

	5
	Mission


	-   rapid population growth

· more diverse population with diverse needs

· racial tensions- need to embrace multi culturalism

· poor air quality and waste of energy

· government withdrawal from supporting social and environment issues, which are a result of the above challenges

· Large inmate population that is largely invisible yet has big demands that are not being supported

- families of inmates are an ignored growing population 

	
	
	


2. What is (should be) the role of the non-profit organization sector with regard to these challenges?

The emerging consensus in Chilliwack was that NPOs are better placed, in the absence of an adequate response from the federal/provincial governments, to address the social challenges.  However, while questions were raised as to whether a partnership or a business response would be appropriate, it was felt strongly that the mandate of non-profit organizations is to address social issues and keep them on the agenda, even when NPOs don’t necessarily have the resources. A partnership was therefore seen as a mutually rewarding relationship in addressing such challenges and “if business could see their role proactively, they could make significant contributions to the social welfare of the community.”  Hence, business should be encouraged to see their role beyond providing for their employees’ welfare, but rather as extending to the community as a whole.  

A similar view, expressed in Chilliwack, was that NPOs needed to act as a catalyst, “mobilizing resources and people to respond to the challenges facing individuals, organizations and communities.” They could also act as facilitators, motivators to inspire people to take action.  NPOs are also seen as playing an advocacy role for the improvement of a variety of social needs and by implementing interventions to support the improvements. Their focus on marginalized groups also plays a critical role in rallying behind the unrepresented and especially those with disabilities. Hence, NPOs will be in the forefront when something goes wrong.  A good example of this was the role played by NPOs in Agassiz, which had stepped in to provide welfare support services that would normally be provided by social services. The NPOs preferred role however, is to be proactive in response - to address the issues before they develop into problems.  But this rarely happens.  In the ideal situation, it was argued that NPOs should seek to work themselves out of a job or role.  

In Mission, the role of NPOs has increasingly become “raking up more and more of the responsibilities of government”.  The cue for the NPO action/role was defined as the “part that the government does not take ownership of.”  That gap was seen as the point of action, “where NPOs should be at, working to keep those issues on the agenda”.  A secondary motivation is seen as the need to deliver what government has taken ownership of, and which it controls and supports.  

Participants also perceived current government focus areas as very narrow compared to previous periods, whereas the situation requires a broad based multi-pronged approach.  In this changing operational arena, creativity and creative responses were mentioned as a critical ingredient for success and sustainability.  

3. What is (should be) the role of the business sector with regard to these challenges?

NPOs would like to see business encouraged to view their role beyond providing for their employees’ welfare and extending to the community as a whole.  “Business wants a good community, they just look at the bottom-line differently from NPOs and therefore tend to exclude those parts of community that are not healthy”.  This suggests that there is a common interest that can be explored.  In most cases however, the involvement of business through their support of NPO activities was acknowledged and encouraged.  

These sentiments were echoed in Mission.  The edict “what’s good for community is good for business” was something NPOs saw businesses needing to be educated about.  They, therefore, identified this as a role that the Centre could play effectively.   The view was that many business owners were not committed to community development, viewing the opportunities for involvement as platforms to raise personal glory.  This could however be changed through closer collaboration on developments and initiatives.

Business could also be educated to view themselves as playing a role in the quality of life e.g. by having personal services that provide a two-way street relationship and by being part of the community in practical ways, not just in making donations. The objective would be to help business understand how the sector can be an example of values and policies that promote community, and possibly embrace the vision of the NPOs – get back again from “mission drift.”  In such a scenario, there could arise a likely blurring of boundaries between for-profit organizations and NPOs, which would not really matter in the search for the greater good.

The real niche of business was however defined in a broader market oriented perspective in Chilliwack.  Business’ role was defined as one of providing jobs, since the economy is based on jobs.  Business has the responsibility of creating wealth through their capacity for reproduction based on natural resources and to redistribute such wealth among the community that helps generate it.  They also reiterated the need for the sector’s social / environmental sensitivity and its role as contributors to community development. Businesses can also provide technology support services through a number of creative approaches and partnerships with NPOs.

4. Ideas on how these two sectors can work closer together in response to these challenges?

The groups had similar ideas regarding the areas for improving their interaction and working together. They included: 

	
	Area
	Ways to enhance closer ties

	1
	Abbotsford
	- listening to each other

- implementing initiatives together at the start

- demonstrate win-win positions for all parties in common initiatives

- explore different ways of doing business for both sectors 

	2
	Agassiz
	- availability and access to information

	3
	Chilliwack
	- businesses and NPOs could try to jointly address proactive plan/ proposals rather than react to problems
· utilize the comparative advantage between the two sectors in a partnership venture- rather than be in competition
· trust and respect are important in the relationship building between businesses and NPOs in a partnership or joint venture
· partnerships can be pursued more vigorously than they have been and the response would likely be positive
· need to look at new ways of achieving goals e.g. partnerships with business, other community groups so all stakeholders ‘own’ the City of Chilliwack Plan



	4
	Hope
	· business to continue respond to the extent possible given its limitations

· explore opportunities for joint initiatives to counter increased competition for resources 

· utilize comparative advantage in partnerships

	5
	Mission
	- getting the word out- educating potential stakeholders

- going “after people’s hearts, not their money”

- approach challenges as a business presentation not as a charity issue.

- business may be willing but may not know how to minimize the risk: this calls for NPOs to develop the expertise to do business so that they can better support the business sector.

- Centre can examine / create opportunities for the business community that’s already involved to do peer-to-peer education with other businesses, which are potential or interested.




5. How would you describe the current funding context within which your organization operates and how does it differ from 5 or 10 years ago?

All discussions led to the conclusion that the situation is more competitive than it was previously.  More and more time is spent developing funding proposals and the dollar amounts available are much less compared to 5-10 years ago.  The funding is also more unstable, with the norm being more short-term funding, more fiscal restrains (especially in the health sector), requiring greater accountability; and introduction of performance based contracting presents challenges since the option of choosing the ideal clients necessary to deliver the programme targets is not an option for NPOs.  Participants in Mission confirmed that the downsizing of government funding came with an eligibility criteria that was more difficult to meet.  It is now required that NPOs show value for the money requested while the process of requiring more and more proposals had pitted organizations against each other.

There is also an emerging trend in which larger business corporations are establishing their own foundations to deal with social issues—using their own employees’ contributions as part of their social responsibility.  This has an impact on other organizations that usually receive support from such corporations.  Innovative partnerships are possible and would allow business to reap the benefits of recognition while allowing NPOs to do what they do best.  

There is also currently more involvement of donors in decisions regarding the spending and allocation of funds, sometimes in very directed ways towards the donors’ own interests.  To counter this, NPOs are becoming more inclined to seek other sources of funds to facilitate the flexibility necessary to advance their own missions.

In Hope, a much smaller community compared to the others, the experience with regard to funding has impacted negatively on the capacity to attract qualified personnel at the levels of remuneration being offered.  Particularly with the advent of unions, NPOs have had to do with less qualified staff although the requirements are for more skilled staff, and as a consequence have lost funding as they lack the requisite capacity to manage activities which are now mostly supervised by volunteers.  Hence most NPOs are called and forced to do “more with less” at all levels.

Smaller communities (Hope and Agassiz) also perceived themselves as disadvantaged compared to larger urban communities.  This was particularly with regard to accessing grants and funding.  The tendency they noted was for the funders such a HRSDC to prefer the larger communities. Instead, they argued that access to opportunities should be equal and competitive for all NPOs. 

For First Nations in Chilliwack, the criteria for disbursement of grants had tightened considerably, making it difficult and complex, and in the process weeding out many organizations.  Most participants felt that government would likely tighten funds going out to NPOs further, creating a growing need for communities to call upon more resources to support community issues.

Re: evaluation, NPOs noted that they employ a value based approach to evaluation while government places its value on numbers.  Because government response mode is also slower than before, NPOs have been forced to respond with a well-developed business plan to try and speed up the response time.  This problem is further compounded by changes in government stability.  A change at both the federal and provincial levels creates a major impact especially in terms of uncertainty that has rippling effects.  The effect of this is that there have been more enterprising NPOs setting up in the last 5 years than before.

6. Should NPOs get involved in and expand enterprises to meet economic, social and environmental challenges in our region, or, is the charity model adequate?

It is a big decision for a non-profit organization to decide to launch a social enterprise and be a success. Yet, NPOs have a role in social enterprise, despite the risks, and the partnership approach becomes more meaningful in such situations of risk and comparative advantage. It was noted that some of the organizations lauded as examples of successful social enterprise organizations had achieved such success through partnership between the business and the non-profit organization.  The Centre is therefore called upon to lead by example by pursuing partnerships in its activities instead of duplicating existing efforts..

The need for NPOs to create room for flexibility was raised again in Chilliwack.  NPOs involvement was considered useful to change the focus and allow those with the comparative advantage to undertake specific interventions.  Dependency on funding is iseen as creating dead ends. “Time has come when charity won’t get you where you are going, even for churches”.

In Mission, participants were of the opinion that the charity model has critically changed, and the

current expectation for NPOs to operate as a business is something that cannot be reversed.   What was

not clear for the group is the extent to which social enterprises could compete with businesses, or the

desirability of that, given the scope of the community’s composition.  For this reason, it was suggested that there may be merit in consolidating the NPO missions, so as to deliver more for the community and to reduce competition in the charity model.  As NPOs take on a profit-making role, this would have implications for the social security safety nets 30- 40 years into the future. 

7. How would you describe the receptivity among NPOs towards the concept of social enterprises and how ready are NPOs to get involved in social enterprise?

Participants noted that many examples of social enterprises abound.  Innovation and flexibility were identified as key to overcome the challenges of NPOs venturing into the sector.  Bureaucracy, unions etc were noted to be an operating culture, which creates barriers for the shift.  Participants underscored the fact that risk taking is a critical part of a business operation; yet for a non-profit organization, the flexibility to answer the question of “whose money are you risking” is not an option.  For this to happen, NPO boards would need to be educated and made to understand the necessity of a business approach to non-profit activities, before such a shift was acceptable.  So while an affirmative response to the question is possible, it would take much more work in educating boards to actually get involved.  Without a large-scale professional effort, participants were skeptical about the capacity of organizations to support the growing number of needs being addressed.

Involvement was also seen as a survival strategy: a paradigm shift that is necessary.  However, it is more likely to work in larger communities than in small communities. Considered also was the fact that the shift is an individual choice – hence while it may be easy to convince an individual in a board or organization, it is very difficult to change an organizational culture. The emphasis is therefore placed on a paradigm “shift” rather than a jump. Generally however, NPOs were cautious about taking the risk of such a change, even though some NPOs are already involved.  For this reason, participants in Mission were skeptical that any reasonable number of NPOs had as yet even considered the duality of social enterprise.

Receptivity would also vary from community to community, being less in small communities. As an example, an experimental NPO/ public partnership in Hope had created such strong competition for local businesses and created a stress between the business and the public sector organizations that it was not good for the community.  This provided an example of what not to do in future.  Instead, to minimize potential friction in communities, the NPO as a social enterprise would have to identify a unique role and niche to avoid competing with the local community which they existed to support in the first place.

8. Is the non-profit organization sector willing and ready to partner with the business sector in order to get involved in or expand social enterprises? 

Business and NPOs are already partnering.  Indeed, NPOs acknowledged the importance of the support received from the business sector.  Setting up a social enterprise however requires a lot of investment and a cost-benefit analysis.  NPOs are low on such investment resources.  The issue was noted to be probably more a question of readiness rather than willingness.  

Second, for NPOs to be involved, they need to know something about business.  Probably for this reason, it was noted that efforts towards social enterprises have been ad hoc.   Participants therefore saw a critical role for the Centre in assisting NPOs in understanding the how, what and which of business operations. 

A number of examples were given of successful partnerships as indication of the NPO sector’s willingness to partner with the business sector – ARISE (Abbotsford), Cedars Shakes & Shingles (Mission), PIMA Project, RBC programme for social responsibility, to name a few.  In Mission for example, 2 out of 8 of the group members present are involved in partnerships with businesses. However, it was also noted that a partnership between NPOs and businesses on a 50/50 basis had yet to happen.

In general, the only concern for all was that NPO involvement should guard against taking away from local businesses. This is important in order to continue supporting the communities in which NPOs operate.  The rule of thumb to foster continued support was therefore given as “no duplication of efforts and no competition.”

9. If social enterprise is part of your future plans, what support and resources would your organization require to embark on the social enterprise road?

	Community/Focus Group
	Requirements

	Abbotsford
	· seed money

· loans and grants

· commitment and passion

· time and energy investment

· connections



	Agassiz- Harrison
	· there is a need to provide assistance to individuals to set up enterprises e.g. to write business plans
· seed money, loans to help start businesses
· guidance for new business in the first 2 years of business start-ups
· tools for use e.g. to do GST returns on computer
· basic accounting/ bookkeeping

· mobile FVCSE- e.g. Centre sends out its workers to meet with clients in the field as opposed to going to the Centre
· new immigrants require 1-2 months support for ESL, business training etc.

· education transferability- a lot of French speakers, Russian

· establishment of a cooperative for barriered persons



	Chilliwack
	- need a model of what works: the variety of models helps people to get out of their boxes and allows them to see other possibilities outside the box

- ability to connect with people, in terms of new resources to help    promote the activities.

- need to create a facility where one can be “one of the groups- one of us- in order to learn what to do.”

	Mission
	      -   building capacity for business

      -   facilitate access to tools to do the business

· help organize forums to discuss the potential or desirability of social enterprise

· provide access to conversations on social enterprise

· develop a common language and conceptual framework for sector players


10. Do you think the Centre is a timely undertaking and would you endorse it?
Following clarification of the structure of the proposed Centre, the participants agreed that the Centre’s value would be in helping NPOs identify successful enterprise models, developing successful models for replication.  As well it was felt that it was timely in its activity to provide expertise, best practices, and information on developments in the sector.  Participants’ perception was that the setting up of  Enterprising NPOs would resonate more with boards, entailed fewer legal complications and allowed for spectrum of social enterprises types.  

To legitimize it further, it was suggested that ideally, the Centre should provide a clear focus for a 5-year plan where it provides itself the mandate to build the capacity of NPO and then exit from its role.

The structure and organization of the Centre was also discussed. The general feeling was that its accessibility was crucial to its value: the key being that it had to take the initiative to “come to us (NPOs)” not NPOs going to a Centre.  The timeliness of the initiative was further stressed as mentioned in Mission: the idea was to ensure that the partnership between existing resources was spelled out in the objectives of the Center.

To avoid seeming duplication of existing efforts by organizations such as Community Futures North Fraser, it was suggested that the partnership between existing resources is denoted in the objectives of the Centre.  The timeliness of the establishment of a focal point was considered particularly good as it would  allow for an elevated, committed focus to social enterprise and provide a “learning lab” right in the Fraser Valley-- a very good idea.  Besides, as one participant stated:

Is this the best methodology to provide the service? Until we try and see what results are built, it’s as good a try as any.”

11. How else can social entrepreneurship be promoted in the Fraser Valley?

Various ideas were given on this including:

· Showcasing success stories periodically

· Board training / leadership (to allow them to make the paradigm shift). For most NPOs, “this is the biggest hurdle.”
· Creating the “vision” for people to accept social enterprise and see what is in it for “me.”

· The Centre can be a vehicle for providing the education that will allow the mind/paradigm shift especially for NPOs

· Developing a mentoring program

· Broadening marginalized category to include many people on medication who can’t work long hours, single parents, youth on their own etc
12. What other specific training, research, services and products should the Centre provide?

· Providing information from a consumer/user perspective of the services and products of the Centre
· Training on formalizing partnerships

· Demonstrate partnership by example

· It was suggested that the Centre could play a leading role in: “connecting people and the organizations that can leverage funds from funders on behalf of the various causes or needs and as an avenue that could help support creativity in the sector.” 
· Board members run most NPOs, yet 90% of the members don’t understand the financial statement: training is necessary to train such members to think business 
· Training on how to measure effectiveness and impact in the various programs
- 
NPO staff training: understanding of budgets, computer training to make various tasks easier 

13. What advice do you have for the Centre in respect of achieving sustainability? E.g. should the Centre charge fees for services?

Affordability was suggested as the principal consideration in determining the fees.   For this reason, the group in Chilliwack and Mission suggested waiving fees at the beginning.  As one participant saw it, “Everything is on speculation until the water floods out.”. On the other hand, it was suggested that the Centre prove itself – “take your own advice” – before it could charge at the market rates.

13. Are there organizations or individuals that are or were particularly useful in providing support to social enterprise undertakings?

The combined list included:

· MPA Society (Motivational Power & Achievement) – Roberta Chapman

· ENP
· Credit Unions
· United Community Services Cooperative
· Community partnership grants
· United Way

· VanCity

· Persons who are already in the sector 

· Canadian Society of Association Executives

· Athabasca University of Alberta

15. What are the critical factors that determine business success and would these hold true for social enterprises too?

· Opportunity

· Product



· Location

· Capitalization

-  Product

-  Know-how

-  Passion/commitment

 
-     Business plan 




      -  Planning





-     Funding

· Fiscal management- understanding of this

· Quality control



      - Focus on a product: clearly defined

· Market

-    Goals and priorities- set and track

      -  Flexibility

· Partnerships and networking

16. How would you describe the level of financial sophistication within the non-profit sector to take advantage of increased access to capital (i.e. grants, loans and equity investment opportunities) should it become available?

The participants across all of the non-profit organization focus groups were unanimous about the hugely variable level of financial expertise across organizations and communities.  So whereas some may be able to handle loans, most are probably inexperienced in this and certainly for small organizations this was noted to be the case.  But the point was made that inexperience of non-profit organizations to handle loans did not mean that there was a capacity problem in general, but rather that capacity for handling large amounts is lacking, given the nature of NPOs.

Because NPOs are grant and project driven, most concern is for sustainability rather than making profit

and money.  There’s a thin line between the success motive and profit motive.  It was suggested that the question may be more about capacity rather than competencies—and for this, it ranged from very sophisticated (such that even for-profits could learn from the organization), to ones which are barely capable.

17. Any other thoughts or contributions regarding social enterprise that you want to share? 

A number of ideas were given for consideration and comment within the groups:

· Forums for exchange and interface between established social enterprises and other community organizations.
· Knowledge of social enterprises was lacking in the Valley, hence it would be helpful for those considering the shift to have such success stories identified and showcased (newspapers?). 

· The Centre can branch out and work in smaller communities and work with agencies already on
the ground e.g. to do needs assessment. For example Agassiz- Harrison Community Employment Services would be interested in researching problems experienced by women and  disability clients with a view to develop interventions for information sharing, referrals, job search assistance, food bank - individualized and targeted solutions.

· “NPO are life blood, depending on volunteer help… community is richer for having them.” This shows importance, and power of this should never be underestimated. Caution therefore is that the role should not be in anyway be negated or discouraged by the entry of profiteering motive.
· “Spirit of BC”- is not catering to big businesses, and small enterprises are not accessing the opportunities although there are substantial funds available for such small organizations –it is not supporting the small entrepreneur or having long term impact.

· Many NPOs have staff  who undervalue their contributions to the community. It is important to sensitize staff to the importance of their value so that they can negotiate for and receive reciprocal relationships within potential partnership settings.
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