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When we started Community Matters Toronto (CMT) we likened our neighbourhood of St. James
Town to a tide pool, describing it as:

“One image is that of a tide pool, hidden in a small corner of a huge navel base. A strange place, it
seems, for something of such beauty. When the tide goes out and you are very quiet, all sorts of
wondrous things begin to emerge before you.

Small eyes peer out from cracks in the rocks, colourful things skip around in the pool and the
sunlight plays off the water. The longer you stay, the more you see of a completely interlinked
experience of which you, the watcher, are only a part. It remains only as long as the next tide.

Community is like that tide pool. To see its real potential, its real beauty, we need to become part
of it. To become part of it, we must come out of our selves, observe from many different points of
view and become part of the other.”

The evolution of Community Matters over the past five years has been an enriching experience for
all who have participated.

A group of mothers were motivated to set up supplem entary tutoring for French for the ir
young children. We worked with them to organize it and had 2 solid volunteers for a year.
By the next year, most of the initial families had moved but we kept the sign up that there
could be French classes. In the middle of the next year another mother demonstrated an
interest. We were able to begin again with the expe rience and curricula and input of
volunteers.

Another example is working with people with a passi on who work tirelessly to run a small
after school program. They are burning out because they do not know how to raise funds
or recruit others to help. The challenge was to dev  elop a group of trained and motivated
residents who care about their neighbourhood and wi sh to support this program. Skills in
program planning, fund raising, administration and advocacy were developed through
workshops, ongoing support for leaders and other tr aining.

A few years ago, there was a high degree of mistrus  t of the local Child ren's Aid Societies. A
few information sessions were held with trusted com munity parents, who then transmitted
their new understanding of the laws and procedures to their networks. Parent training was
then held about the school system, dealing with chi Idren with special needs, and about
homework. Stronger linkages with the local school r esulted. One of the first parent leaders
became Chair of the Parent Council and participatio  n in the Council has increased by at
least 100%.

A neighbourhood system has evolved: a set of coherent, evolving processes, which produce
stable structures different from the social services and other formal structures.

Our experience has led us to an increasing understanding of the complexity of neighbourhood
networks and how they develop and regulate themselves over a natural life span. This document
is our story of our progress, our experiences and our learning to date.
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“Look at me; | came from a very chaotic and war-torn
Canadian through engaging all the resources availab
With this knowledge, | want to help others develop to the fullest of their capability. |
have joined Community Matters to make this happenf  or as many people as possible.
We can all work on a more open, balanced life toget  her to:

country. | want to become fully
le at all levels of this society.

Demonstrate an openness to change and evolve
Transform parts of our self and our habits over tim e

Absorb the positive part of other cultures, includi ng those of other new

Canadians, and

Adop t good Canadian values of tolerance and acceptance”

INTRODUCTION

Toronto’s St. James Town
I n neighbourhood, more than 60 cultures

live in a dense community of more than
35,000 residents, many of them new Canadians.
We recognize the importance and difficulty of
adapting to life in this country. Community
Matters Toronto (CMT), a group of St. James
Town neighbours, has sought to contribute to a
strong neighbourhood culture by helping to build
networks of relationships, to link people to others
with common interest and foster exchanges of
knowledge and skills.

We assist a steady stream of families dealing
with issues of housing, finances, social issues,
employment, citizenship, language, and
parenting. We also offer a music program,
homework club, tutoring, and a summer literacy
camp.

For many of us, this is our life's work. Some
have worked on this for at least 10 years,
incorporating our ideas and practical
approaches. We believe strongly in self
examination and renewal. In this document we
take stock of our experiences to see how our
ideas have taken form and evolved.

These are challenging times for grass
roots organizations. Their impact is
commonly overlooked when assessing the
strength of a community. They are often
characterized as having little or no budget,
operating from marginal facilities with one
or two volunteers doing everything. Even
so, their contributions are exciting,
relevant and meaningful. By their very

nature, they can respond effectively and
with a precision that comes from a direct
and immediate knowledge of residents
and their issues. An effective grass roots
organization can serve as a model for
community engagement, how people get
involved and contribute to their
neighbourhoods and influence the
physical and mental health of residents in
diverse urban communities.

CHALLENGES

St James Town is a vibrant community. There
are innumerable networks of support within
cultural groups and beyond, as parents help
each other with childcare arrangements, others
help their friends find jobs and still others help
seniors with shopping and cleaning. Community
leaders help with information about housing,
immigration and citizenship. The new library has
the second highest utilization rate in the Toronto
area. Many stay long enough to find jobs and
move elsewhere only to return, citing the
vibrancy and friendliness of the area. There are
many issues that need to be addressed to
improve the quality of life of its residents,
including 'underemployment’, preparing people
for jobs, adapting to Canadian culture and the
density of the population with few green spaces
for people to meet or exercise.

Need for Grassroots Planning linked to
Resource Developmen t St James Town was
designed as a residential area, with little
provision for other heath and social services.
There is a 'patchwork quilt' of services. A large
school sits in the middle of the community. Many
residents find family doctors and other services
within walking distance or accessible through
public transport.
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Years of off loading of fiscal
responsibility by federal and
provincial governments to the city

have had a cumulative impact on the
local community.

The numerous community needs assessments
and mapping exercises studying the needs of St
James Town have been gathered by one
neighbour into a 2 inch binder! These studies
have rarely been connected to the development
of resources for the area. One exception is the
decade long process of community consultation
that led to the construction of the new recreation
centre and library.

Many government and foundation funding
models encourage a 'politics of scarcity’. The
deficits of a neighbourhood need to be
discussed to qualify for dollars. Years of off
loading of fiscal responsibility by federal and
provincial governments to the city have had a
cumulative impact on the local community.
Toronto's amalgamation with its suburbs has
meant the 'inner city' St James Town area was
not designated as a 'priority area’ in comparison
with its inner suburb counterparts.

Finally, there are special interest groups, such
as residents in public housing, and different
cultural groups, who advocate for their particular
needs, which may or may not benefit the whole.
There is myopia about the impact of their actions
on other groups or sectors.

We must go beyond the predictable efforts to
bring disparate groups together, beyond
'‘partnerships’, general meetings of
neighbourhood service agencies, and
community celebrations.

OASES OF DECENCY-
MICROCOSMS OF CIVILITY

confidence and skill and develop new

I I ow do we enhance what works, foster
resources? How do we get back to

basics? and work effectively at a neighbourhood
level in this environment?

'Social capital' is currently used to describe the
ability of a community to develop its resources.
However, the term has been borrowed from
business models using words like "business
plan, 'capital' and 'assets'.

Business models are clear about who their
customers are: those who purchase their
products or services. Their shareholders
measure success through the ability to produce
a profit. These terms borrowed from business
practices to regulate and describe what are
really organic community processes looking

for different outcomes such as skills and

health whereas business models are about
making money.

At Community Matters Toronto (CMT) we feel it
is important to understand, define and act upon
these community processes, with a collective
voice. Appealing to basic values of humanity, we
try to increase the internal strength of our
community by working with neighbours to
encourage local ownership of initiatives, set
structures, provide tools for self-reliance and
develop networks of talent and energy.

The term 'grassroots' is often used to describe
how and where things happen at the
neighbourhood level. Grassroots initiatives are
often not sustainable because they are not
linked into long term funding and services. We
are trying to expand 'grassroots' to include what
happens in the neighbourhood and define the
processes and results.
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Our aim is to build Oases of Decency,
dynamic sustainable processes in a

community of shared values by
nurturing habits of tolerance,
persuasion and compromise.

Our aim is to build Oases of D ecency, dynamic
sustainable processes in a community of shared
values by nurturing habits of tolerance,
persuasion and compromise. Here, people are
honoured for what they're doing, their decisions
and their choices. It is a learning neighbourhood.
People participate in creating a counterpoint, an
alternative community of interactive units of
networks and transitions.

CMT has evolved over a ten year period of living
in this neighbourhood. This learning began with
the simple cleaning of garbage on the street
where we live. A small group of us developed a
community garden in an abandoned parking lot.
This gardening activity has led to a group of
'Prospect Irregulars” meeting weekly for eight
years, working together on small projects to
energize our street and neighbourhood. We
progressed to working with a local charity,
eventually establishing Community Matters
Toronto, our neighbourhood charity in 2004. We
have progressed beyond this formal organization
to a process of broader community engagement,
including Community Circles as the basis of a
community approach to conflict resolution and
consultation.

Countless people have been slaughtered
throughout history to bring civilization to this
point. It is an obscenity to dwell on our problems
amidst this luxury. To continue to dwell on
scarcity reflects a poverty of imagination. Rather,
we affirm that fulfilment occurs when we get out
of ourselves and give back with a passion. We
are awed by the privilege and safety of our lives.

We are obligated to give back and to expand
these oases of decency. Conditions of safety
and trust lead to a fabric of connectedness: a
collective voice has been developed, so more
are encouraged to speak out, and help by
negotiating and finding a third way, not by

fighting from intractable positions. Time and
again over these years we watch as common
elements of these experiences repeat
themselves. These Oases of Decency, 'mini
cultures' of safety, respect and compassion are
formed, then ripple out to include others or are
seeded elsewhere, reflecting similar principles.

BUILDING OASES OF DECENCY

What are the practical elements of this
approach? Over this decade, we have tried to
define the values, skills and practices that are
the foundation of Community Matters Toronto.
Four years ago, we set our ideas out in a
position paper “Tide Pools” which can be found
on our web site at communitymatterstoronto.org.
With the benefit of a few more years of trial and
error we will now outline some of the
components of our approach:

Value driven Civics

Listening

Neighbours Helping Neighbours
Literacy rather than Service

Functional Networks are the Assets and
Capital of a Neighbourhood

A Complex System of Organic
Processes not a “Service System”
Common Wealth: An Economy of
Abundance

N o orpLONPE

1. VALUE DRIVEN CIVICS

Five years ago, the 'Community Assistants' at
CMT met to define the values and principles we
had worked on together. A common vision had
evolved, which grounded our attitudes and
behaviour. This exercise was not to develop a
mission statement, but to define how and why
we had been able to sustain ourselves.

Community Matters Toronto: Oases of Decency



We have tried to create receptivity to listening,
trying to create a comfortable and safe

environment. Our space is a living room rather
than an office. We work on all levels to reduce
the boundaries which make people feel
different “the other”.

Our Principles reflect a certain set of values
which are very particular to this group. We had
developed a sense of mutuality, looking to each
other, to our community for answers which ha
led to an increasing understanding of
compassion and our resourcefulness.

OUR PRINCIPLES

1. We are involved with the
neighbourhood. We are all
PARTICIPANTS, whether we live here;
act as a volunteer, professional or
student. We are all equal and work from
positions of respect and humility.

2. We build on existing relationships
within the community, such as
friendships and the various cultural
groups here.

3. We encourage conditions that foster
community. We value all cultures and
identify common areas of interest from
which we develop programs together.

4. We strive to include everyone. CMT
programs and resources are available to
ALL families and children of the St.
James Town community.

5. We encourage learning and skill
development. All who participate
identify the skills and knowledge they
have gained through their participation
in CMT programs.

This exercise did not come from an annual
retreat nor is it reexamined in this way. These
are living values tested daily and are the
framework for the monthly governance meetings

of our Community Council. They provide the
structure for reflection, definition of our policies
and organizational examination. We resolve very
practical issues in the Council including
developing an agreement about the use of
space and how to encourage the principle of
reciprocity amongst our program participants.

These working principles provide the opportunity
for self regulation, codes of behaviour and
respect for CMT's Council, Community
Assistants, volunteers and participants. The
children and youth in CMT programs use them
to develop their own program guidelines.

2. LISTENING

Listening to Lark is a wonderful
experience. Every part of my body
engages with him as | listen intuitively,
as | listen with my eyes, my body, my

mind, my soul, and my ears.

Maria Agnes Mikelic, Speaking through
Stone

Decades ago, Carl Rogers wrote about “Active
Listening”. As Community Assistants,
participating as neighbours helping neighbours,
listening is one of the most important things we
must learn. It is all too easy to jump in too
quickly and eagerly with quick answers. We
constantly must check ourselves.

Often due to language restrictions and a lack of
self confidence, new participants have difficulty
expressing exactly what it is they want. This is
magnified simply by the fact that most new
participants don't realize the extent of the
support they can receive from their neighbours

Community Matters Toronto: Oases of Decency



Each interaction is an opportunity to
identify our shared experience, to

value and respect that which is

common within us and thereby crea te
inclusive rather than exclusive
conditions and answers.

and so simply do not know the right questions to
ask.

We have tried to create receptivity to listening,
trying to create a comfortable and safe “living
room” environment. We work on all levels to
reduce the boundaries which make people feel
different, “the other”. When working with new
participants, we try to shelve our own
conceptions to be able to listen. We encourage
new volunteers to drop in and observe for a few
weeks to see how they settle in and interact. We
find out “Why are they here?” and “What do they
wish to learn?”

Who does what at Community Matters is
irrelevant. The broad range of skills of all
Community Assistants allows our actions or
responses to be defined by what is required, not
by the particular skill which any one of us may
possess. We can make a precise response to
another by removing our own agenda, taking the
time to make people feel truly comfortable and
really listening to what arises.

We listen as a community of neighbours  not
community developers, trying to:

Establish an oasis to ensure a safe
comfortable environment

Create many opportunities to learn

Establish a place for all cultures to meet
in an atmosphere of equity and respect

Create the opportunity for ongoing
discussion allowing the time for things to
evolve

Maintain conditions for these practices
so there are opportunities for people to
develop their voice-over years.............

By listening we enter into a seemingly chaotic
neighbourhood and observe patterns emerge
and how best to respect them. A unique
community evolves which develops appropriate
processes and seeds ideas from other

communities and cultures. Careful and
consistent listening is essential to learn about
our neighbourhood and how to create oases for
those who wish to learn, help themselves and
others.

From Many Voices to a Common V oice

Compassion is that sometime fatal
capacity for feeling what it is like to live
inside another’s skin, knowing that  there
can never really be peace and joy for any

until there is peace and joy finally for all.

Frederick Buechner

Each interaction is an opportunity to identify our
shared experience, to value and respect that
which is common within us and thereby create
inclusive rather than exclusive conditions and
answers. We have a responsibility to listen and
to seek out the opinions of many people. To
really listen is to proceed along a direction
suggested by the community of participants.

Speak with a Common Voice

As community listeners and learners, we
translate what we hear into practical action. We
all bring our own particular uniqueness to a
situation, our background, values, race, and
skills. Our real strength is defined to promote
harmony through a third way, more so than
through our own individuality.

This collection of visions or ideas creates a
collective energy, direction and community
leadership.

n Community Matters Toronto: Oases of Decency



'‘Working with Unlabelled is a good example. The gir Is
have already created a structure for themselves of
which they are very proud which energizes them. The vy

see value in our presence and so we follow their lead,
at their request answering their questions. They ar e
providing the direction based on their reality.'

It has been said that when we as individuals
can't see our individual hand in the creation,
then we know it is right. As individuals we must
allow the community to take part of us, not
placing our value on the solution. The
community takes what is wanted and needed.
By so doing its leaders develop their voice:

“... We know who the leader is and why

he or she needs to be there, this “roving
leadership’, the indispensable people in

our lives who are there when we need

them (Max DePree). They emerge from the

group, not by self- assertion, but because
they make sense, given what the group
needs to thrive and what individuals need
to grow’

Margaret Wheatle y

3. Neighbours Helping Neighbours:
Community Assistants

By living, working and contributing to the
neighbourhood, we learn about its natural
resources and structures. We know its ‘culture’,
defined by geography, shared beliefs and
practices. As_neighbours we work on a level
playing field as participants in a process of
mutual learning.

At Community Matters the work is to develop
tools of self-reliance and improvement for each
as individuals and with the greater community.

In this environment it is important to minimize
traditional roles, striving to do what is needed to
get the job done. We all contribute to a greater
whole. We stress that as individuals, we do not
know everything and so our first contribution is
to observe, to do no harm. When in doubt we do

Darlene MacDonald

nothing outwardly. Rather, we observe, working
hard not to impose our ideas on a situation,
essentially removing our self. We are there to
learn. We act without imposing our needs to a
particular result. We can make ourselves
instruments of the solution, precisely by not
thinking of ourselves as the doers but, in
Gandhi’'s phrase, by ‘making ourselves zero'.

As neighbours we identify opportunities where
we can best contribute and learn at the same
time. A Community Assistant for a girls' group at
CMT says:

'‘Working with Unlabelled is a good
example. The girls have already created
a structure for themselves of which

they are very proud, which energizes
them. They see value in our presence

and so we follow their lead, at their
request answering their questions.
They are providing the direction based
on their reality.'

Darlene MacDonald

This is very different from the polarities
established by the hierarchy of a “professional”
and “client”. We know that we all learn and build
self confidence by valuing each others' skills.
How we apply those skills depends on the tasks
and the context of community.

As our neighbours have increasingly
participated, the quality of Community Matters
programs has improved. We developed the
COMMUNITY ASSISTANT to reflect the fact that
we are all participants and learn from each
other. Our Community Assistants are familiar
and trusted community residents from many
cultures trained to help their neighbours and to
respond to questions. They are a conduit, able
to “interpret” the issue, the suggested course of

Community Matters Toronto: Oases of Decency



The most appropriate policies reflect what actually
happens on the ground, in citizens’ daily lives.
Using 'Neighbours Helping Neighbours' as our

motto, we 'shuffle a holistic deck' of cultures,
language and experience. The neighbourhood,
providing a series of local, personal interactions
the best melting pot for cultures, ideas,
experiences and solutions.

action, and the necessary follow through. This
results in more precise and relevant service
reducing the demand for other limited resources.

Volunteering a considerable amount of their
time, Community Assistants are the key to the
delivery of all our neighbourhood programs.
Training is provided to enhance existing skills
and continues when issues and new programs
are identified.

Today, all CMT programs are run by Community
Assistants. We jointly identify a need in the
community, design the program response,
develop the budget, participate in fund raising,
deliver the program and participate in its
evaluation.

The Community Assistant concept is based on
the belief and our experience that the majority of
the knowledge and resources required to resolve
an issue exist in the community. Whatever else
is needed is provided by working with
professionals and services to obtain specialized
knowledge, services, training and consultation.

So much can be offered through cultural
understanding, familiarity with participants and
the neighbourhood and a personal desire to
learn and make a meaningful contribution.

Often neighbours will say that an
appointment with a service agency or
professional did not work for them. This
may be due to language or other cultural
difficulties or a lack of understanding of

the service structure. These issues can be
relatively easily overcome by providing
translators or culturally appropriate

mentors. However digging a little deeper
may reveal the comment “l was not seen

as a whole person”.

4. LITERACY RATHER THAN
SERVICE

When listening to groups and neighbourhoods,
we are challenged to develop responses which
work in their unique and particular
circumstances.

Appointments or meeting are often limited to the
employment, health, housing or education that
service provides. However, the tradition of social
work lies in the work of the early settlement
houses which were the model for many
grassroots organizations. Their focus was the
'‘whole person' and evolved into multipurpose
services, listening and responding to the range
of issues that neighbours brought to their doors.

In an increasingly complex society, we have to
continue these traditions and understand the
root cause of issues and develop appropriate
responses.

As society has become more specialized,
however, so have our service structures. There
are specialists for many of the health, education
and social issues which we face. Today we have
multi-service agencies with multi-million dollar
budgets. They are funded by different Ministries,
and foundations to provide specific programs. A
holistic approach would mean that services
presently organized into government Ministries:
silos of health, education, employment, and
social services among others, would have to be
unbundled.

It is generally acknowledged that there are few
service systems today, organized to respond
effectively to the whole person. Although the
wisdom of a holistic approach is recognized,
agency directors say they have to carve monies
from different programs to find the dollars for

n Community Matters Toronto: Oases of Decency



"The goal of our Homework Club is to
‘graduate’ our children from English as a

Second Language classes to participate

in the mainstream’

these initiatives. Many models of service
integration and service coordination have been
piloted. Unfortunately many of the community
consultations are not often linked into an
ongoing grassroots planning and community
response.

The best opportunity for a holistic response is to
be community oriented: to teach literacy in the
broadest sense of the term, rather than a service
orientation delivered through programs,
agencies and Ministries

We try to use the Neighbourhood as a gateway
to literacy, to enhance families’ ability to care for
themselves and their children, and then
supplement this with professionals and
community resources

The most appropriate policies reflect what
actually happens on the ground, in citizens’ daily
lives. Using 'Neighbours Helping Neighbours' as
our motto, we 'shuffle a holistic deck’ of cultures,
language and experience. The neighbourhood,
providing a series of local, personal interactions
is the best melting pot for cultures, ideas,
experiences and solutions. We learn and benefit
from this richness. These opportunities help
newcomers find the balance between their
personal and family identity and full participation
in Canadian life.

At the neighbourhood level, it is easier to define
the tools and conditions needed to deal with the
root cause of an issue. For example, the needs
of a child with autism cannot be met by a family
if there is not appropriate support, especially for
a family of New Canadians also learning English
and employment skills. Local resources can be
found to help the family with their child. With an
‘ear to the ground’, the community can organize
training for childcare workers and in home
workers to deal with children living with autism.

In practical terms, this perspective on literacy at
the grassroots level helps us determine our CMT
priorities:

1. Address 'underemployment' and social
literacy, especially the ability of job seekers
to develop networks that help them find
appropriate employment.

2. Focus on English oral and written
expression, through

A Summer Literacy program for children
who have recently arrived in Canada
The goal of our Homework Club is to
‘graduate’ our children from English as a
Second Language classes to participate
in the mainstream'

3. Parent and Tutor Literacy

Develop parents’ capability to shepherd
their child through school, to understand
their role as parents through Parent
Support meetings

Piloting a 'CMT Tutoring Certificate” with
information and training about Canadian
school practices and curriculum

4. Literacy in program planning, administration
and governance through the training of the
Community Assistants to develop neighbours
skilled in helping and teaching each other

5. Cross cultural literacy. Encourage events
such as Chinese New Year and Festive Season
events where celebrations from many different
cultures are highlighted.
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Reaching back, the work of the early settlement
houses was the model for many grassroots

organizations. Their focus was the ‘whole
person’, and so evolved into multipurpose
services, listening and responding to the range
of issues that neighbours brought to their doors.

6. Progression to employment through A
Learning Ladder approach

As with the example of children living with
autism, we found that a 'certificate course'
needed to be developed to encourage
residents to learn how to work with
children with special needs. On
completion, people became interested in
more training and education in the area.

We have continued to develop this
Learning Ladder: building blocks of
training and local programs that need to
be developed in a number of areas: in
child minding, tutoring and First Aid.
Graduates often move on to further
training, college and university.

5. FUNCTIONAL NETWORKS are
the ASSETS AND CAPITAL of a
Neighbourhood

We believe a community's real assets and its
future value, lies in its network building ability. In
addition to becoming more literate and skilled, it
- ] ) is equally important to develop resilience, to
The Nutrition and Cooking Learning Ladder know how to recreate oneself to deal with

changing conditions. We help people establish
this resilience through their development and
participation in networks that work . We help
people get what they need; to learn how to get it
on their own the next time and then help others
do the same. The community that we work with
is a network of exchanges and interactions that
WORK to the benefit of those who participate.
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These networks that work provides the opportunity
for the over sixty cultures in St James Town,

complete with varying, social classes and religious
traditions to experience each other in

this dynamic
process. No matter who we are or where we come
from, our perception of reality has very little to do
with how others see us, judge our dress, our
gestures, our expressions and attitudes.

Those returning to St. James Town to live after
moving away cite the connectedness, the mix of
cultures and the neighbourliness as reasons for
their return. These functional networks establish
our community's value, rather than other quality
of life indicators (garbage, graffiti) that define a
community by its deficits.

The community network is a living organism that:

1.

2

Enhances and links what already exists
There are a myriad number and type of
connections in St James Town. An amazing
number of natural networks can be
observed: parents willing to volunteer, fund
raise, and help with donations of food and
supplies. The challenge is to recognize and
develop these local solutions, resources that
can be mobilized by the family, extended
family, volunteers, and local agencies.

The community network is a living
organism that

Enhances and links what already
exists

Connects People to People
Develops local and familiar
assistance

Develops and establishes
linkages to local networks
Establishes reciprocity through
increasing the intensity and
number of interactions

Link s to other Canadians beyond
the neighbourhood

. Connects People to People: People in St.

James Town prefer to use interpersonal and
interactive sources of knowledge. They talk
to others who they consider trustworthy,

knowledgeable and credible to obtain
advice, information or confirm their opinions
rather than written sources (which often
present dated information). Neighbourhood
groups build valuable networks because the
members provide information, job search
strategies, advice on schooling, and
childcare, safety, immigration, and cultural
adaptation. They offer the chance to
participate, receive, and then contribute
back to others.

Develops local and familiar  assistance:
Neighbours who have often faced similar
challenges are trained as Community
Assistants to support other families.
Programs that start up based on one culture
often expand to include other cultures
because there is a common interest, for
example, in sewing or learning English

Develops and establishes linkages to

local networks We have encouraged
exchanges between self help groups and
cultural associations. These networks have
‘cross fertilized’ across cultures, economic
levels, and ages.

Establishes reciprocity  through
increasing the intensity and number  of
interactions Participation in our programs
aids in building shared views of trust, and
future expectations that ripple through the
community. Neighbourhoods with a critical
mass of members who trust each other are
protective of each others' well being. Using
neighbourhood groups to form ties and a
collective identity helps individuals and
families build and sustain their ‘capability’
within the community and beyond.

Community Matters Toronto: Oases of Decency



Our job is to link resources and cultivate
exchanges between neighbours. The
density of the area and complexity of

intera ctions between so many cultures
trying to integrate into a Canadian lifestyle
is sometimes bewildering.

6. Links to other Canadians beyond the
neighbourhood to access new ideas,
information and knowledge. Many who are
new to Canada are hungry to learn about
Canadian practices and to teach Canadians
about their culture.

Networks that cross cultures

These ‘networks that work’ provide the
opportunity for the over sixty cultures in St
James Town, complete with varying, social
classes and religious traditions to experience
each other in this dynamic process. No matter
who we are or where we come from, our
perception of reality has very little to do with how

As our network expands, we face and try
to understand and accommodate a
bewildering and exciting array of issues
presented by different cultures:

Rules of secrecy and privacy.
Family Practices

Authority

Participation versus passivity
Social status

Socializing and celebration
Personal responsibility versus
that of the state

others see us; judge our dress, our gestures, our
expressions and attitudes.

It is hard to resist our inclination to assign our
own meaning to circumstances. It's just the way
we have learned to behave in our culturally
acceptable way. As our network expands, we
face and try to understand and accommodate a
bewildering and exciting array of issues
presented by different cultures:

Rules of secrecy and privacy. There
are some things which are never
discussed in public, between men and
women, people who are strangers to
each other, those we know and have a
good relationship with.

Family Practices Parenting ideas are
radically different both within and
between cultures whether it is regarding
discipline, problem solving, how to teach
our child, academic expectations, social
behaviour and developmental stages!

Authority A policeman may conjure the
image of an enforcer for some, for
others the policeman was the local
social worker, confessor and mediator
rolled into one.

Participation versus passivity  One of
the challenges in our Job Club is to
encourage self promotion. Looking
people in the eye as “marketing oneself”
is considered very poor form for some.

Social status How do you get along in
an egalitarian society when birth or
social position has accounted for more?
How do you act in team when you have
been the owner, the boss, the
professional?

Socializing and celebration A number
of our programs have been blessed at
their inception with fruit, incense and
deities. People enjoy the moment and
each other by lingering over celebrations
with wonderful food and traditions of
marking time and accomplishments.
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Often the task is to develop and enhance  robust
processes, not a structure of services and
programs that repeat themselves annually. One

example is working with people with a passion
who work tirelessly to run a small after school
program but are burning out because they do
not know how to raise funds or recruit others to
helo.

Personal responsibility versus that of
the state There are no words for 'tutor’,
‘autism' or 'therapy’, concepts that we
take for granted in talking about social
welfare. Accidents that occur on
residential properties carry no personal
liability for the owner in many cultures.

Networks that work

There is great value in learning from so many
traditions and cultures. It's not just the new kinds
of interesting food and clothing. There are the
benefits of others:

Sense of celebration

Respect for learning from different
training and expectations

Different methods of communicating
ideas. Meetings may not start on time
and may involve many little groups as
ideas are interpreted and adapted
Appreciation of how space is used. The
density that is mentioned as a problem
by some is not for others. They say, 'we
are not overcrowded, we are simply not
wasting space', and 'the green space,
elevators and waste disposal are not
designed to serve such a large
population: that's what we have to
address'.

6. COMPLEX SYSTEM OF ORGANIC
PROCESSES NOT A SERVICE
SYSTEM

St James Town, as with many resilient
neighbourhoods, generates thousands of hours
of mutual aid every day. You just have to stand
on a street corner at noon to see people from
many cultures rounding up a group of children
for an informal 'lunch program’, hundred of
others who take their neighbour to an
immigration meeting, help them obtain a driver's

license or prepare for their citizenship test..
Groups of seniors organize themselves to meet
for social events, invite speakers and help their
friends with other health and housing issues.

In the field of community development, planners
often talk about building community service
systems.

When we walk around often enough, at different
times of the day, patterns emerge. Where do
people meet? Who are the fixers, the problem
solvers the 'historians' those with stories about
successes and failures? These patterns form a
recognizable shape. St James Town has its
definitive patterns. One study showed that 40
informal groups meet around different issues!

St James Town is an ever changing target, with
over 67 cultures and languages, with many
dynamic and motivated newcomers to Canada
and a 65% turnover of residents every five
years. Our job is to link resources and cultivate
exchanges between neighbours. The density of
the area and complexity of interactions between
so many cultures trying to integrate into a
Canadian lifestyle is sometimes bewildering.
There are layers of meaning in posture,
language, the inflections of a voice, cultural
traditional and taboos that make communication
a challenge. We can still see patterns and act
without understanding the whole picture. We do
not think we should simplify complex realities.
We can still identify, and build on powerful and
helpful processes to:
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We encourage self organization

and leadership that is able to adapt
to the evolving needs

Build up and enhance Dynamic

Processes . This issue is not control of a
‘service system' but to foster dynamic
connections. Our role is to participate in a
process that recognizes community needs,
and resources. For example, a group of
mothers were motivated to set up
supplementary tutoring for French for their
young children. We worked with them to
organize it and had 2 solid volunteers for a
year. By the next year, most of the initial
families had moved but we kept the sign up
that there could be French classes. In the
middle of the next year, another mother
demonstrated an interest. We were able to
begin again with experience and curricula
and input of new volunteers.

Often the task is to develop and enhance
robust processes, not a structure of
services and programs that endure from
year to year. One example is working with
people who work tirelessly to run a small
after school program but are burning out
because they do not know how to raise
funds or recruit others to help. The task is to

We think that complex , not complicated
systems evolve in neighbourhoods. They
develop on their own, are self regulating
and have a natural life span. The work is
to define the neighbourhood and

community systems which are already
there, some of which are functional, other
groups who need training or other
resources, and those initiatives that are
weak or not supported by reside nts.

develop a group of trained and motivated
residents who care about their
neighbourhood and wish to support this
program. Skills in program planning, fund
raising, administration and advocacy can be

developed through workshops, ongoing
support for leaders and other training.

To be sustainable we must honestly ask
and respond:

- Are we relevant -is this relevant for
the neighbourhood? Who says it
is?

Are we sustaining a relevant
process rather than a structure?
Are we encouraging self
organization and leadership that is
able to adapt to these evolving

needs?

What is the bench strength we
need for continuity and renewal?
Do program structures mirror
community structures?
Knowledge of and respect for
finite resources. Is it needed?
How we can learn from each
other?

Self regulation: We pay attention to our
neighbours. Many meetings take place in
local coffee shops as neighbours interact to
solve problems and provide opportunities for
self-regulation. Sidewalks are conduits for
information, a flow through of random
mixtures of people. The right kind and
number of interactions give the chance of
changing behaviour. This feedback between
neighbours is an essential component of self
regulating systems.

Many residents of the area come from an
oral culture. News and community
information is transmitted from one friend to
another. Outreach efforts and stimulating
change works very well when this is taken
into consideration. A few years ago, there
was a high degree of mistrust of the local
Children's Aid Societies. A few information
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Many funders ask that programs
demonstrate their sustainability.

We think we should challenge that
assumption and say that programs
should follow the life of their
community.

sessions were held with trusted community
parents, who then transmitted their new
understanding of the laws and procedures to
their networks. Parent training was then held
about the school system, dealing with
children with special needs, and homework.
Stronger linkages with the local school
resulted. One of the first parent leaders
became Chair of the Parent Council and
participation in the Council has increased by
at least 100%. A critical mass of confident
parents assumed leadership positions,
confident of their voice and ability to effect
change.

A neighbourhood system has evolved: as a
set of coherent, evolving processes, which
produce stable structures different from the
character of services and other formal
structures.

Participation not control ~ We try to identify
and define our neighbourhood's capacity for
self organization. We watch what happens
when office and meeting space and safe
conditions are provided. People generate
norms and rules that regulate that space,
and then modify them to include new
challenges which arise.

Over the years a collective memory, a
memory of capability has developed. Saul
Alinsky, a pioneer community organizer,
stated that communities, who wanted him to
work with them, had to raise a 'grubstake' of
$25,000, a princely sum in the 60s' to show
their ability to organize themselves. Now
when people come with a new idea, we ask
how many others are involved with this, say
it is a good idea for the neighbourhood and
want to commit to working on some
resources and solutions?

Governance Over time we realized that a
hierarchical structure of a Board of Directors

was not congruent with our principles. We
established a Community Council of local
residents and participants in our programs to
govern and adopted a Community Circles
approach using consensus and collaboration
to address internal policy issues and other
community issues brought to our attention.
The best solutions result from the Circles
approach of pooling understanding, not the
majority vote but an ongoing commitment to
re examine individual positions to find that
which is common within the diversity.

The minutes of CMT’s Community Council
are published on our Website at:
http://communitymatterstoronto.org/charitabl
einformation.html

Sustainable and generative - Many funders
ask that programs demonstrate their
sustainability. We think we should challenge that
assumption and say that programs should follow
the life of their community. Programs should
reflect process which follows a natural life cycle,
that is, long enough to respond to the needs of
its residents.

1. Are we relevant- is this relevant for the
neighbourhood? Who says itis?  Are
those involved true participants? Do they
'‘own a piece of the pie": living with the issue
in the community, committed to contributing
to its solution? The process of change is
often sustained by relevance: a critical mass
is attracted to the issue and often provides
checks and balances to keep a project
relevant and on track.

2. Are we sustaining a relevant process
rather than a structure? St. James Town is
a community in ongoing transition. Changing
immigration policies, interest rates and birth
rates among other factors mean that a
strong neighbourhood here has to reinvent
itself: to change how it supports its residents
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We are here to enhance local

community to increase individuals'
ability to make a difference and feel
a sense of mastery for themselves

every five years or so. Projects should last
as long as needed, a natural life cycle tied to
the group that defined the need.

Are we encouraging self organization

and leadership that is able to adapt to
these evolving needs? Training staff and
volunteers has become as important as
delivering programs and services. We ask
ourselves, 'How do we contribute to the
growth and strength of ‘generators' ? Do we
help them grow in the confidence,
leadership and skills they need to develop
projects, and marshal resources? These
skilled 'networkers' add to the mix of talent
and energy within the community.

What is the bench strength we need for
continuity and renewal? We have learned
over time not to rely on a passionate leader
but on a competent group. We cross train,
trying to encourage a breadth of skills, in
developing and maintaining relationships,
conflict resolution, program planning and
administration.

Do program structures mirror community
structures? Staff, volunteers and board
members reside primarily in the St. James
Town community. Neighbours participate in
defining their needs and potential solutions.
They participate in program design and
delivery, serve as mentors for others and
contribute resources according to their
means and abilities. There is a mix of those
new to the community and others who have
lived in St. James Town for many years.

Knowledge of and respect for finite
resources. Is it needed? As maintained
previously, we think that 80% of the
resources people need to manage their lives
can be developed in their neighbourhoods.
St. James Town residents show tremendous
respect for the wealth around them. There
are strong traditions of exchange of
resources and generosity. We are fortunate
to receive many donations of materials,

equipment and volunteers' time. This
minimizes our financial requirements, as we
have learned to ask for the resources
needed from a wide variety of sources,
reducing the consequence of losing of
support from any one source. We receive in
kind training and other professional help.
Paradoxically, we have become more
sustainable because we need less money
and know that a big influx from one grant
may create a challenge when the money
runs out.

7. Mutual benefits how we can learn from
each other? When we learned to ask this,
we found that people readily contribute their
particular skills or resources. A volunteer
teacher from India improves the after school
program. Her resume benefits from this
Canadian experience. A request that
parents donate 2 hours a month or the
equivalent produced an influx of donations
of snacks, games, sports equipment and
gifts of time from talented family members.

The chart below demonstrates the evolution of
neighbourhood programs, participation and
related funding that evolved from two volunteers
starting a homework club. The homework club
has sustained itself and been the basis of an
additional seven programs by meeting the
sustainability criteria
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We are here to enhance local community  to
increase individuals' ability to make a difference
and feel a sense of mastery for themselves
Natural structures and tools for self-reliance and
development, and local ownership of the
initiatives result from the pooling of energy and
understanding. The ongoing commitment to

re examine ones own position to find that which
is common within diversity produces dynamic
results.

These are complex responses, because we are
in a complex system of relationships. They are
reciprocal, interdependent, and mutual. We seed
enhance, and respond. We do not create from
nothing. The energy is already there, it does not
need us to make it last. It doesn't matter if
something can be replicated. The replication is
the fact that people return and ask questions,
that they learn from our work in their own way.

7. 'COMMON WEALTH'": AN
ECONOMY OF ABUNDANCE

‘There is enough in the world for
everyone’s need; there is not enough for

everyone’s greed’

Gandhi

The social historian Ivan lllich believes that our
economic thought operates "under a paradigm
of scarcity". The fundamental assumption is that
there is not enough to go around; so we are
doomed to fight one another (and an unwilling
nature) for material, human, natural resources;
each person or group for itself. It is social
Darwinism, a one dimensional world focused on
achievement and wealth based on the
economics of materialism.

We think that the use of business terms inhibits
the necessary thinking in building community
strength. The business tools of business plans
and financial measurements have been
developed over time to meet the needs of a

business to return a profit. The tools and thinking
for community success are entirely different.
Money as the only currency neither creates a
sustainable community nor does it ensure the
community attains its desired outcomes.

We believe in an economy based on the
abundance that exists through the practice of
our communities' core values. The ‘common
wealth' of a neighbourhood develops from
valuing, learning from and adapting practices
and perspectives of different cultures, ages and
social status.

We have learned that our diverse ‘common
wealth' integrates the complexity that we see in
different cultures. Value is not measured through
dollars in many cultures. We have learned to
make the best use of scarce resources
integrating the perspectives of other cultures on
celebration, problem solving, and ways of
thinking about an issue.

Instead of assets, our Oases of Decency include
a common wealth of:

1. Astrong social infrastructure
Newcomers arrive with energy, drive and
ambition. They also bring with them codes
of behaviour and values which we may
have forgotten or could be beneficial to
our lives. The commitment to care for
parents and grandparents and an
extended family demonstrate compassion
and respect for the wisdom of other
generations. It maintains a web of
connectedness which improves the
resilience of the family unit. There are
many examples of older siblings who look
after younger members of a family and
helping support their education once they
have graduated and are working.

2. Civics

Community generated and maintained
codes of behaviour to deal with conflict
which can also prevent residents from

infringing on others' space.
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When we take the first step in helping someone else — we are
helped — often in ways that we do not know. We become part

of a community that matters to us. We matter. We al | matter,
and the only way we know that is through the eyesa  nd hearts
of others.

Ali Moallim

3. Models of Mutuality

Some observe how CMTs Community
Assistants benefit, and are encouraged by
these role models to volunteer themselves
and encourage their children and other
family to participate. This may be helping
a neighbour find employment, tutoring
newcomer children in English during the
school term, painting our facility or seeing
to the needs of an elderly or disabled
neighbour. It puts a spoke in the wheel of
expectations that all services should be
free, modeling the stepping stones of
responsibility needed to prepare for other
training and employment. This simple
notion of "giving back" has spurred
graduates form our Job Club to return as
computer teachers, language teachers,
web designers, and to help with an
underground job network.

4. Voluntarism

Many of the services CMT needs are
donated including maintenance, repairs,
janitorial service, and supervision.

Most CMT projects are completed by
volunteers. This may be helping a
neighbour find employment, tutoring
newcomer children in English during the
school term, painting our facility or seeing
to the needs of an elderly or disabled
neighbour.

5. Finding ways to ensure timely
access to culturally appropriate health
and social service

6. Space Providing space to
community groups and associations for
training or celebrations

7. In kind contributions and
donations of expertise, clothing,

computers, food, supplies, furniture,
pianos, guitars,

8. Green space and outdoor
facilities in this overcrowded, under
served area

9. Capital base

We use money to supplement these
existing initiatives, the commitment of
community resources, space, time,
materials and expertise.

The "costs" of a program, service or
initiative recognizing these factors are met
from many sources. Our Oases of
Decency contribute typically up to eighty
percent in the form of volunteer time, in
kind contributions of food, materials,
clothing, or a particular skill. We have built
abundance through these experiences: it
is the strength that comes from the values
and codes of behaviour that are
developed during the time of projects and
beyond. The ability to make use of scarce
resources supplemented by money has
had a multiplier effect on our ability to
serve the community and improve our
neighbourhood's resilience.

Neighbours from different cultures meet
and learn from each other — a skill, a
cultural tradition. Canadian work
experience is gained, a commitment is
made to help those we have just met
when the time comes, we have knowledge
of each other when differences need to be
resolved, and we have experience of each
others habits for future use.
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What we have in common is a
mutual desire to give back to our
community and we know that we
also learn and benefit from this

AN INVITATION

ver the years a growing number of
O neighbours participate in our

neighbourhood development process.
What we have in common is a mutual desire to

give back to our community and we know that
we also learn and benefit from this

That participation can be in many forms:

Reading our newsletter on line

Visiting our website

Dropping in to visit us

Offering comments and suggestions
Participating as a Community Assistant
Donating money as an individual or
foundation

Whatever the motivation and type of
participation we all agree that there has always
been a mutual benefit.

There is always something happening to further
this neighbourhood development work at
Community Matters. As neighbours we are here
every day of the year.

The resources required are primarily volunteer

and in kind donations. We limit our annual core
financial budget to $ 100,000 per year. Our aim
is to find these resources from a broad range of
contributors.

PARTICIPATE WITH US IN OUR
OASES OF DECENCY

The following graph demonstrates the significant
contribution and impacts that volunteerism and
in kind commitments have had on us.

If you wish to contact to contribute your time or
offer suggestions please contact us at

(416) 944-9697 or email us at
communitymatters@rogers.com

If you wish to participate financially we would be
pleased to hear from you and, where necessary
provide a specific proposal. Please contact:

Margaret Coshan

Community Matters Toronto

35 Prospect Street

Toronto, ON M4X 1C9

(416) 944-0163

Email margaretandchrisgmail.com

'| want to learn how to live with Canadians, to understand their culture and become part of it'

Waldo Wang
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