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Poverty and Poetry
I would like to thank the organizers for the invitation to participate in this Poverty
Reduction Summit. It is rich with content and is a wonderful celebration of the Vibrant
Communities movement.
I first became involved with Vibrant Communities about 18 years ago when Paul Born
approached Caledon to become engaged in a project called Opportunities 2000. That modest
Opportunities 2000 project scaled up into a major initiative in which 14 cities came together in a
pan-Canadian learning partnership to find local solutions to reduce poverty.
Caledon worked over the next 15 years with Tamarack and the J.W. McConnell Family
Foundation to set out the principles for this national effort. We explored the unique role of cities
and communities in tackling poverty. We also wanted to demonstrate the power of key players
working together.
Here we are today with a nation-wide movement of nearly 100 cities committed to this
objective. The development is breathtaking, given its humble roots.
Opportunities 2000 was created in response to a simple, but troubling, question. How is it
possible that a region so wealthy could sustain such high rates of poverty?
The initiative set a clear goal: to reduce poverty in Waterloo Region. The objective of the
project was not only to shrink the numbers of households living in poverty. It also wanted to
drive down the poverty rate to the lowest in the country.
By the year 2000, the project would help move 2,000 households out of poverty. 2000 by
2000. Neat slogan. Tough job.
The first challenge was to raise awareness of the project and its poverty reduction goal.
After months of planning, everything was set for the big launch. A public event had been
organized with speakers, brochures and media. In the frenetic days just before the main event,
someone thankfully spotted the typo on the forthcoming announcement:

NEW PROJECT SEEKS TO REDUCE POETRY IN WATERLOO REGION

What a mistake that would have been! Reducing poetry would not have advanced the
poverty agenda. In fact, it would have had quite the opposite effect. The community would have
been far less rich, both culturally and emotionally.
Reducing poverty and enhancing poetry actually go hand in hand. Today, I would like to
explore the meaning of poverty and poetry.
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We know that profound shifts in action usually result from more than intellectual evidence
alone. Deep social change typically is advanced by arguments that touch not only the head but
also the heart. Combined, they help us reclaim our humanity – together.
And we need to act together, given the enormous challenge we face. Far too many
Canadians still live in poverty.
Twenty-five years ago, our nation made a commitment to stop this blight in its tracks. In
1989, the House of Commons passed an all-party unanimous resolution to move toward the
eradication of child poverty by the year 2000.
The turn of the century was to mark the turn of a new leaf. Or so we thought. The national
promise on child poverty is far from achieved.
Since the time that we collectively declared our intent to vanquish child poverty, there has
been another equally troubling development. We have seen a growing gap between those who
have and those without.
And those who are rich are getting richer as they acquire growing shares of the national
wealth. They are a breed apart in more than just their bank balance. Their children attend
private schools. Their homes are kept ‘safe’ through guards and gates.
The social fabric that binds us together is wearing threadbare. We seem to have lost the
vision and the will to tackle tough social issues – together.
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Where to start? By relying first on what we know.

Policies to combat poverty
Poverty is a complex problem with no single cause and no magic-bullet solution. But a
substantial evidence base points to three powerful policy levers that pack a powerful punch.
Decent affordable housing. High-quality education and training. Good jobs and income security.
These three building blocks are not sufficient. But they certainly are necessary. No plan
or strategy that seeks to tackle poverty – at whatever level – can be taken seriously if it does not
ensure at least the presence of some activity in these three domains.

Affordable housing creates the foundation
Any robust poverty strategy literally begins at home. Far too many Canadians live in
substandard housing that gravely threatens their physical and mental health. There are several
ways to improve the availability of high-quality, affordable housing. The most common approach
is to expand its supply.
But while the build-it solution is powerful, it requires hefty investments of time and
money. Another equally important, complementary route is to help pay the rent.
Saskatchewan and New Brunswick have done this for years. Manitoba is testing a new
housing voucher and Ontario is exploring a similar provision.
There is important work taking place in cities as well. In Alberta, federal funding for
homelessness in 2001 forged a seven-city partnership that grew to eight cities. The partners
broadened their work to focus on local responses to affordable housing and poverty.
When it comes to homelessness, in particular, the Housing First model has seen positive
results throughout North America. The federal government has invested in this approach as a
follow-up to the recommendations of the Mental Health Commission of Canada. The Housing
First model works to secure a stable living arrangement. It then sets up a network of supports
around the individual in order to provide appropriate assistance and ensure social contacts,
which often are lacking in these circumstances.
A solid roof creates a solid floor. Decent affordable housing is the springboard from
which individuals make their way with confidence. It is a stepping stone for the next challenge:
competence.
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Education and training are strong predictors of economic success
A robust poverty reduction strategy should always incorporate a wide range of
educational and training opportunities.
Where better to start than with baby steps? A burgeoning evidence base has documented
the social value of investing in high-quality early childhood development and education. This
agenda includes high-quality, affordable child care but also incorporates various other initiatives
that focus on the development of the child.
Investing in supports for early childhood is also a smart economic expenditure, enabling
parents to get education, training and paid work. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) has documented this link and has urged Canadian governments to
increase funding for this purpose.
While there is exciting work under way in the country, there is more to be done. Québec
is always cited as a child care model. Ontario has incorporated early childhood into its
educational agenda. New Brunswick, PEI and BC are all working on integrated models for the
early years.
When it comes to education beyond preschool, Canadian students score relatively well on
international tests, though literacy remains a problem in many communities. And we do have a
serious challenge when it comes to high school graduation rates among Aboriginal Canadians.
Picking up the negotiations around a new federal Education Act would be a good start and
Ottawa should step up to the plate on this issue.
Significant work on skills development has found some success with a method known as
‘customized training.’ Employers identify their needs and various community training programs
are set up to respond to these required skills. While employment is not guaranteed, the prospects
of securing paid work are high.
But even the best training typically focuses on the person deemed lacking in some way.
We need to think instead about creating systems of support around the individual considered
vulnerable. A mash-up of social services, training agencies, community colleges and local
businesses must align their processes in support of that person.
There are many good efforts from which to learn. The Mayor’s Office in New York City,
for instance, has done exemplary work in this regard. NYC Business Solutions helps local
businesses start, operate and expand their operations within the city. It organizes training and
provides a range of services to these employers at no charge.
NYC Business Solutions also makes available labour market data. There is a problem
with current methods, which tend to provide historic data. We need prospective information in
order to gear up for tomorrow instead of planning for the past.
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I was involved many years ago in an Ottawa-based initiative called Partners for Jobs.
The Mayor convened representatives from business, social agencies and community colleges to
resolve a local challenge: unfilled jobs in emerging sectors of the economy alongside lots of
unemployed and underemployed residents.
Having the Mayor as convener is like receiving an invitation from The Queen. Everyone
attends – all the time.
The sessions were like a live editing room. When we faced obstacles, the Mayor could
help unravel the knots. Somehow the unattainable yesterday becomes possible today when all
parties are willing and able to make things happen.
Communities can also go beyond training to create jobs. For example, they can actively
support social enterprises that employ individuals typically left on the margins of the labour
market.
Unfortunately, ‘local economic development’ is often interpreted to mean a small and
marginal set of employment projects. I would argue that the vast potential of this model has not
yet been tapped. Cities can make a huge difference in this regard.
In addition to being exemplary employers, cities can support social enterprise through
their purchasing practices. They can ensure that social enterprises actively participate in all bids
as potential contractors.
Cities can embed a community benefits clause in all contracts that would require the
training or hiring of marginalized workers, or the engagement of a social enterprise for certain
components of the contract. Social procurement is a powerful tool that creates ripples through
the entire supply chain.
The future is promising – so long as we harness these powerful levers. The Atkinson
Foundation is working with partners to capture this vast community wealth. One project involves
the inclusion of community benefits agreements within the contracts related to the Eglinton transit
extension in Toronto.
And community benefits agreements should require more than just a job. Decent pay,
associated benefits and worker protections must be built into the equation.

Paid work should guarantee income security
Unfortunately, even a job does not mean an escape from poverty. Close to half of lowincome Canadians are employed. One in four workers earns $10 an hour or less.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy

5

Communities need to make a strong case for two words. Decent pay.
Clearly, the primary target of intervention is the creation of good jobs. But this is a longterm goal. In the meantime, children need to eat – today.
Here’s where government is important. It has the capacity to replace income when lost
due to unemployment, retirement or disability. It also has the ability to supplement income or
earnings when these are too low.
Canada requires strong leadership in which Ottawa joins with the provinces and
territories to build a renewed income security architecture in this country. There certainly is lots
to do.
Employment Insurance must be strengthened and reinstated to restore its rightful place as
the first line of earnings replacement for the unemployed. Two vital income supplements, the
Canada Child Tax Benefit and Working Income Tax Benefit, should be increased.
For years, Caledon has called for a boost to the Canada Child Tax Benefit that goes to the
majority of Canadian families. Building on this major policy lever already in place would go a
long way toward the million-person out of poverty national goal that Tamarack has set.
Some provinces have taken important steps to bolster this amount in their own jurisdictions. Yukon, British Columbia, Ontario and Québec are among the jurisdictions that have introduced their own child benefits programs as a top-up to the federal base.
A Basic Income for persons with severe disabilities would help dismantle social
assistance (i.e., welfare). The new benefit would be federally delivered and would be more
adequate and easily available than the current mélange of programs. Under a negotiated
agreement, provinces and territories would be required to invest their windfall savings in a wide
range of disability supports.
Welfare should revert to its original purpose as a last-resort emergency aid and be
replaced by a more adequate financial arrangement that is portable across the country. An
arrangement with dignity that does not require applicants to strip themselves of all assets in order
to qualify for financial assistance.
In fact, one of our goals at Caledon is to take apart welfare piece by piece and replace it
with more adequate programs that would cover all Canadians. All low-income households, for
example, would be eligible for medical, dental or drug-related benefits. New Brunswick, Nova
Scotia, Newfoundland and Labrador, Ontario and Alberta all have in place various programs to
extend dental and drug-related benefits to low- and modest-income households.

6

Caledon Institute of Social Policy

Vibrant Communities has also addressed another income problem. Potential beneficiaries
are often not aware of various income measures or may need assistance completing required
forms.
As part of Make Tax Time Pay (a very early VC project), Vibrant Communities Edmonton
informed low-income residents about the Alberta Child Health Benefit, which pays $265 a year
per child for prescription drugs, dental and optical care, and emergency ambulance. The project
subsequently added six benefit and subsidy programs to its list.
A campaign in Waterloo Region helped low-income seniors apply for the Guaranteed
Income Supplement. Sometimes language and literacy create barriers to access.
Finally, communities can bolster income security by helping low-income households keep
more money in their pockets. One important step is to reduce basic costs.
In 2006, the City of Calgary introduced a Fair Fares program to provide more affordable
transit for all low-income residents. Other cities have followed suit. Grand Prairie, for
example, started distributing free bus passes to low-income residents in January 2015.
Calgary subsequently moved beyond transit to an even broader affordability framework.
In 2006, it passed the Fair Calgary Policy Framework, which was updated in 2008 and 2012, to
apply the principle of affordability to a range of other services as well.
Vancouver introduced OneCard for households that qualify for the National Child Benefit
Supplement. The card allows free access and/or discounts on various recreational programs.
Free admission is also provided for the attendant of a person with a disability who requires
physical, psychological or sensory assistance to participate. Many other cities are exploring
reduced or no fees for their recreational programs and amenities.
It is important to recognize the work of Nunavut in terms of costs. It has focused its
poverty reduction efforts on the affordability of high-quality, nutritious food. In this case,
various initiatives to reduce the extraordinarily high cost of food north of 60 would go a long
way toward addressing poverty in the Territory.

All this to say…
Tackling poverty is a complex and fulsome agenda. Figuring out where to put our time,
energy and resources is a challenge.
But we know the core weapons in the war on poverty. Decent affordable housing. Highquality education and training. Good jobs and income security.
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Intelligently designed public policy combined with strategic community interventions will
achieve Tamarack’s one million Canadians out of poverty target. Powerful policy and community
initiatives are already in place to make this happen. We know how to do this and we have the
tools at our disposal.
But I would argue that we are still missing a crucial element in our poverty reduction
work. Tackling poverty means more than just meeting basics. It involves more than meeting a
numeric target.
Tackling poverty means paying deliberate attention to the equally important human values
of respect and dignity. A pocket full of dollars is actually empty in the absence of sense of selfworth.
Many of our policies, programs and processes have been missing one crucial ingredient:
our humanity. We need to add poetry to our efforts to tackle poverty.
What is poetry in this context? It means designing for voices. Designing for the soul.
Designing for dignity.
Injecting poetry in our poverty work means adding passion and colour. Voices of lived
experience and aspirational goals should be at the core of designing a brighter future.

Credit: South Ho Siu Nam: Every Day 7
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Fortunately, there are momentous developments throughout the world focused on design
for social purpose. These initiatives are a response to the inability of cities to cope with urban
challenges through traditional planning culture and instruments.
Richard Sennett, a leading voice in sociology and urbanism, discusses the need for
respect in an age of inequality. This basic human value is in short supply, and must be reclaimed
and expressed in every way possible.
Sennett and his colleagues are at the forefront of a new type of urban planning called
Handmade Urbanism, which embraces participatory models and restores respect. It means that
something made by hand is constructed with care, craftsmanship and attention to quality.

This emerging form of urbanism engages the heads, hearts and hands of local residents in
their own neighbourhoods. It starts with the residents identifying a problem and actively
involves them in the formulation of possible solutions.

Design for voices
I am encouraged by the many diverse efforts, both in Canada and abroad, which seek to
engage residents in design processes and bring lived experience to the fore. In fact, the move to
design around people with lived experience is consistent with consumer-driven initiatives in
other fields including health care, disability and caregiving.
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Design for voices
Source: wikimedia.org

Designing for voices means actively engaging people with lived experience in coconstructing the programs, services and interventions that affect their lives. It means engaging
people with lived experience in the design of their neighbourhoods, communities and homes.
Here in Canada, Maytree is involved in a range of initiatives that enable citizen
engagement with a focus on citizen voice. While the work is wide-ranging, there is a core
message at its heart: leading from within. It has encouraged the City of Toronto in its planning

So u rce : tw itte r.co m /m a ytre e _ c a na d a
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processes to seek out natural leaders to spearhead local action in neighbourhoods rather than
parachute in expensive consultants from outside. This approach is also respectful of racial and
linguistic diversity.
Hamilton’s McQuesten neighbourhood has long been involved in building local leadership
and residents’ capacity to identify and solve community problems. Tackling Poverty Together
was part of the Hamilton Community Foundation’s first six-year neighbourhood development
initiative. There are many other neighbourhood renewal efforts under way that are being actively
supported by cities.

McQuesten’s site map:
planned together

Source: docstoc.com

Source: hamiltonvictorygardens.org

People for Cities and Evergreen have just launched We Are Cities, a pan-Canadian
campaign that is inviting citizens to contribute their ideas around shaping urban life. Citizens are
encouraged to host roundtables as a fun and dynamic way to participate in this process. Roundtables can take place at a dinner table, park bench, boardroom or any space that people can
gather for authentic conversation.
Neighborland, a US-based enterprise, helps NGOs and local governments connect with
residents by providing participatory tools and methods uniquely designed project-by-project. It
is bolstered by an app, putting process where people can reach it: right in the palm of their
hands.
Broken City Lab in Windsor invites local residents to create art-based interventions that
aim to reframe the narrative of the City’s future. Project by project, they put art into the streets to
spark discussion and find a new way forward.
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Source: citiesforpeople.ca

So u rce: n eig h b o rla n d .co m

Design for the soul
There is more to poetry than just designing for voices. We need at the same time to design
for the soul. This may sound soft – but the hard evidence tells a different story. The psychology
of living in a beautiful space is well documented.
The McConnell Foundation pointed this more than 15 years ago when it launched its
former Arts Smarts initiative in 1998. Poverty and social isolation engender a sense of
invisibility, of not being seen as a person that matters. Providing access to the means of artistic
expression helps marginalized individuals and groups become visible to themselves, to one
another and to the broader society.
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Broken City Lab: New narratives

Source: brokencitylab.org

Design for soul

Source: gvega.com

In St. John’s, Arts in the Neighbourhood brought youth, families and individuals the
opportunity to learn about and participate in various forms of arts in low-income
neighbourhoods. In this case, the arts served as both magnet and glue: to attract people to
become engaged in community revitalization efforts and to create new social bonds among
residents – young, old and in-between.
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Culture and the arts should colour our poverty work far more deeply and intentionally than
we have ever imagined. We need to use tools that design for the soul – that move people
profoundly in ways that no amount of counselling, training or mentoring could ever do.
There are important lessons far from home. Paint Jamaica is an initiative that uses
democratic art for neighbourhood prosperity. It has captured the hearts and minds of a country.
A small group of artists was seeking to bring attention to the state of Kingston’s inner
cities. An open call went out to artists seeking action, which was flooded with responses.
Starting in Parade Garden, one of the roughest neighbourhoods in town, artists spent a month with
residents to understand their aspirations. Popular themes included unity, education, peace and
self-esteem.

Source: graphicart-news.com
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These themes served as the basis for stunning murals, painted together with the residents
themselves, which now fill abandoned spaces, beautify the area and make it a national landmark.
Parade Gardens is seeing results well beyond the pride of its residents, in the form of quality-oflife factors such as reduced crime, economic opportunities through tourism and positive
environmental impact.

Source: graphicart-news.com

Designing for the soul is often the starting point for achieving other goals like
environmental sustainability or peace.
In Latin America, for example, a participatory design initiative is reducing violence in
some of the poorest neighbourhoods. Created by Venezuelan firm PICO Estudio, Espacios de
Paz transforms “zones of danger” into “zones of peace.”
Together with architects, residents define what is meant to have peaceful space.
Community by community, groups develop projects that repurpose unused spaces such as empty
plots and unregulated landfill areas. The initiative seeks to create space built by, not for, the
community.
Designing for voices and for the soul are two core components of poetry. Now comes the
hard stuff – literally – in the form of bricks and mortar. These are the building blocks that help us
design for dignity.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy

15

Source: plataformaarquitectura.cl

Design for dignity
So long as we accept and continue to build housing projects and entire neighbourhoods
that are devoid of emotion, we can expect them to be overcome by dirt and decay, and worse, by
violence and danger. So long as we continue to build characterless blocks of concrete for people
in poverty, we can expect prejudice to prevail.
Our current design methods reinforce the stigma of poverty by virtue of accepting, as a
given, poor living spaces. We need to add a clear message to our poverty reduction work: We
will no longer tolerate poor places intended for ‘poor people.’

Design for dignity

Source: archdaily.com
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Fortunately, a new generation of architects, designers and artists, working in collaboration
with communities, is beginning to have visible impact.

“After decades of social and
political failure, a new
generation has revitalized
architecture and urban design
in order to tackle persistent
poverty and inequality.”
- Justin McGuirk, Founder, Radical Cities

Our poverty reduction roundtables tend to include human resource personnel and social
service providers, all of whom are invaluable partners. But we also need people who create,
design and build living spaces. We need to welcome the architects, city planners and artists.
Let’s find them and engage them in this work.
A wave of public housing projects throughout the world is smashing negative stereotypes
associated with traditional social housing. They are remarkable works of architecture in their
own right. Many incorporate energy efficiency, helping residents save on cost. And they afford
individuals and families the dignity of well-designed and distinctive homes.
As part of a renewal plan in Hatert, Netherlands, most of the homes were upgraded or
renovated with the open areas left for several social housing units. The firm 24H architecture
proposed a design for a social housing complex that has freeform balconies, resembling a crown.
Parking for the apartments is located below a raised deck that also functions as public
space. The ground floor is home to a community health centre for the citizens of the
neighbourhood. The exterior was manufactured like porous leaves of a tree to amplify the ecoconscious aspects of the design.
In London, a group called Pocket Living is redefining affordable housing. By developing
smaller, two-bedroom accommodation options, they are opening up homeownership to families
that earn too much to qualify for social housing, but are nonetheless priced out of the UK market.
They recently launched a competition for architects to develop beautiful designs that respond to
this need.
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Hatert:
Housing and
healthcare
under one
roof

Source: archdaily.com

Ecoconscious
Source: inhabitat.com

Funders like the Enterprise Rose Fellowship are taking a leadership role, offering
socially-minded architects the tools to pursue careers in affordable housing and community
development.
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Source:domusweb.it

We can do this…
This powerful combination of poverty and poetry can be informed by several key lessons
from Vibrant Communities’ experience over the years.
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First, the federal and provincial/territorial governments do the heavy lifting when it
comes to poverty reduction. However, local governments are emerging as the new and equally
important focus for poverty reduction work.
Unfortunately in Canada, major investments in cities are easier said than done. While
local governments have big and growing responsibilities, they have relatively few resources to
tackle these challenges. Federal and provincial governments take the lion’s share of tax
revenues. Municipal governments rely on regressive property taxes, the Gas Tax Fund, license
fees and parking tickets (!).
This fiscal imbalance truly ties the hands of local governments. But this too will change
with growing recognition of the problem.
In 2014, for example, the (former) Alberta Premier signed a framework agreement with
the Mayors of Calgary and Edmonton to develop charters for their cities. The intent was to help
these cities reduce their reliance on property taxes. The agreement would give them a broader
range of powers and authority – though there was no change in taxation structure.
Despite the fiscal limitations, cities can take a wide range of actions to tackle poverty.
There are many policy measures that can be introduced right now for the purposes of poverty
reduction.
Lesson two has been known for years but bears repeating. Collaborative work across all
sectors is essential.
Reducing poverty is not the business of governments alone. Yes, they have the key levers
to tackle this tough problem. But employers can do their part by paying decent wages. Voluntary
organizations deliver a wide range of programs and services that should be co-designed with
people with lived experience of poverty.
These are the key players who need take centre stage in this work. To this mix, we need
to add new actors: architects, city planners and artists.
Lesson three. Citizens, both individually and together, are the stewards of human values.
As a nation, Canada has made a commitment to human rights and to respecting the values
embedded in the International Covenant on Human Rights and the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Through our actions – as nations, communities and
citizens – we breathe life into those values.
When it comes to reducing poverty, the values of respect and dignity act as both beacon
and guide. These are the values that add the poetry to our poverty work. We must honour them
by baking them into our practice. These are the values that enable us to reclaim our humanity –
together.
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We reduce poverty through proven policy interventions. Decent affordable housing.
High-quality education and training. Good jobs and adequate income security.

POVERTY
 AFFORDABLE HOUSING
 EDUCATION + TRAINING
 JOBS + INCOME

We reclaim our humanity when we add poetry. Voices. Soul. And above all, dignity and
respect for every human being.

+Poetry
voices + soul + dignity
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