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Opportunities 2000 is a project of the Lutherwood
Community Opportunities Development Associa-
tion in Waterloo Region.  The organization will
work over the next few years with various commu-
nity partners to develop initiatives that enhance
employability and reduce poverty.  The goal is to
help move 2,000 households out of poverty by the
year 2000.  The Caledon Institute is contributing
to the learning, dissemination and evaluation com-
ponents of the project.  OP2000 is funded by the
Atkinson Charitable Foundation, the Royal Bank
and the J.W. McConnell Family Foundation.

Introduction

Opportunities 2000 is an innovative and
ambitious community-based program to reduce
poverty in the Waterloo Region of Southern
Ontario.

Opportunities 2000 is being undertaken by
the Lutherwood Community Opportunities
Development Association (Lutherwood CODA),1

a nationally-recognized community economic
development agency with 15 years of experience
in training and microenterprise development.
The program is being launched on May 12, 1998
and will conclude on March 31, 2001.

Poverty in Waterloo Region 2

Although long considered an economic
success, Waterloo Region was hit hard by layoffs
and downsizing during the recession of the early
1990s.  While the region has made an impressive
economic recovery, it is now shifting from a
primarily manufacturing-based economy to one
that relies increasingly on the service and infor-
mation technology sectors.  Despite evidence that
the Region is enjoying some success, its estimated
unemployment rate for 1997 remained high at 7.9
percent.  Even more troubling was the fact that a
significant number of the households that fell
below Statistics Canada’s low-income cut-offs
(LICOs) were employed.

According to the 1991 Census, the most
recent information available at the time of
publication, the average poverty rate for the
Kitchener Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) was
12 percent.  This average hides the even higher
poverty rates for different sub-groups, including:
16 percent for children under age 5; 17 percent
for young people age 18-24; 29 percent for
unattached individuals; and an astonishing 79
percent for single parents younger than 30.

Opportunities 2000: A Community-Based
Program to Reduce Poverty
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While income security programs like
Employment Insurance (EI) may provide some
assistance to the unemployed, tightened eligibility
requirements and reductions in the maximum
duration of EI benefits have meant that more and
more Canadians have to rely on provincial
welfare programs.  However, due to cuts in
welfare – including an October 1995 cut of 21.6
percent in Ontario – the depth of poverty for
families on welfare has worsened considerably.

Cuts to social programs combined with
sustained unemployment have left many families
unable to meet their basic needs.  For example,
the House of Friendship, a supplier of emergency
food, noted a 19 percent increase in demands for
food in 1996.

Lutherwood CODA’s experience

As a local community economic develop-
ment organization, Lutherwood CODA is well-
acquainted with the challenges and opportunities
facing the residents of Waterloo Region.  In the
past 13 years, Lutherwood CODA has helped
more than 6,000 people find new jobs, assisted
more than 1,100 entrepreneurs to start their own
businesses and helped 2,500 others pursue skills
training or opportunities to upgrade their
education.  In 1997 alone, more than 1,200 people
found jobs or started businesses with CODA’s
assistance.

The organization’s approach to poverty
reduction uses a self-help model that provides
the training and support to help the unemployed
find or create their own work. It activities include
self-employment training programs, job search
assistance, mentoring new entrepreneurs, incu-
bating new businesses and providing loans to help
people launch enterprises. 3

Opportunities 2000: an example of community-
based poverty reduction

Opportunities 2000 is an extension of
Lutherwood CODA’s previous experience in
reducing poverty.  It marks a transition from
implementing projects to playing more of a
catalytic role in mobilizing other community-
based organizations and leaders from govern-
ment, business and the community to work
together to address poverty.

Opportunities 2000 is a good example of a
new generation of projects that seek to empower
organizations and disadvantaged individuals by
building on their ideas, energy and other
‘community assets’ to reach the economic and
social goals of low-income community members.
Many of the ‘community-based poverty reduc-
tion’4 projects utilize economic strategies that
either help marginalized communities and
individuals link into the mainstream economy
(e.g., through job training), or set up parallel
economic and social structures outside of the
mainstream (e.g., alternative savings programs).
Some initiatives focus on helping individuals
within the community (e.g., microenterprise
development), while other projects try to improve
the economic, social and physical conditions of
the community itself (e.g., comprehensive
community-building strategies).

Community-based interventions are not a
substitute for social programs. In fact, as the rate
of poverty in Canada continues to rise, income
support programs remain necessary for thousands
of Canadians to meet their basic needs.  How-
ever, local efforts to alleviate poverty, create
employment and develop networks of commu-
nity self-reliance are valuable complements to a
strong social safety net.
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An overview of Opportunities 2000

Opportunities 2000 builds on Lutherwood
CODA’s past success in tackling unemployment
and poverty by helping community-based
organizations, neighbourhoods and individuals
develop economic opportunities.  The program
focusses primarily on setting up linking strategies
for individuals while establishing a network of
community support for these efforts.

Lutherwood CODA has been working for
the past year to form community partnerships and
raise financial support.  One unique feature of
the program is that it does not rely on govern-
ment funding.  To date, Opportunities 2000 has
received more than $1 million of its total budget
of $1.4 million, with all of the support coming
from the private and philanthropic sectors,
including the Atkinson Charitable Foundation,
the Royal Bank and the McConnell Family
Foundation. Over the next three years,
Lutherwood CODA will continue to develop
poverty- reduction projects with local community
organizations, mobilize community leadership
and support research on the best ways to address
poverty.

i. Projects

Waterloo Region already has a vast network
of more than 1,000 community agencies and
groups, many of which provide social supports
to low-income households.  Opportunities 2000
is aiming to build partnerships with more than
30 of these organizations to implement projects
that will generate economic opportunities through
job training, small business development and
measures that will build people’s savings and
assets.

To date, Opportunities 2000 has ap-
proached more than 66 organizations in the
community.  Nine have signed partnership
agreements, seven are reviewing proposals and
another six internal agreements are being
prepared for Lutherwood CODA programs.

Once an organization becomes a partner in
Opportunities 2000, Lutherwood CODA leads the
organization’s staff and volunteers through a six-
phase strategic planning process to help the
organization assess its capacity and select a viable
economic opportunity for its members to develop.
The Opportunities 2000 team also will assist the
partner organization in locating funding and
technical expertise for its projects.

The Food Bank of Waterloo Region, for
example, has recently signed on with
Opportunities 2000 to start a project that would
transform some of its collective kitchens into
specialty-food production micro enterprises.
Collective kitchens are formed by groups of low-
income residents who meet to share recipes and
cook together as a means to reduce costs and
obtain greater food security.  Under this project,
participants will develop and produce food
products that can be sold in the community, with
an emphasis on high value-added niche markets
(e.g., organic jams and jellies, boutique
vegetables, exotic vinegar). Participants will
receive not only income, but also training in
modern food-processing techniques and an
introduction to business development.  Their
efforts will be supported by technical advice on
product development, food testing and marketing
from local universities and colleges, the
community health department and Lutherwood
CODA.  The Food Bank will also work with the
kitchen groups to obtain loans and financing for
the microenterprises.
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In another project, a local organization is
investigating the potential for launching a
community-owned enterprise in the sewing
industry.  Developing this project has required
considerable market research to decide which
opportunities will offer sufficient profit margins
to keep the enterprise viable, while at the same
time promoting skills development and the
longer-term job prospects of the workers.

ii. Leadership

Lutherwood CODA has realized that the
efforts of low-income households and community
organizations need to be supported by community
leaders and the public so that poverty reduction
becomes a priority issue for all sectors.

The Leadership Roundtable is one means
of building this leadership and public support.
The Roundtable includes members of the
business, labour, community and government
sectors of Waterloo Region as well as people
with low incomes.  They will be meeting monthly
to develop a long-term strategic plan for poverty
reduction and to provide technical assistance to
the Opportunities 2000 projects.

Through a process of action and reflection
the Roundtable also will investigate innovative
ways that the private, public and nonprofit sectors
can work together to reduce poverty. Volunteer
for Opportunity will help to mobilize volunteers
from local businesses and community organi-
zations who can provide technical support to
specific Opportunities 2000 projects.  For exam-
ple, a local manufacturing firm might pay for one
of its employees to assist an Opportunities 2000
partner in writing a business plan for its
community enterprise.

Lutherwood CODA also is exploring other
project ideas that will support economic
development in the community, including: a
Local Investment Fund (LIF) that will provide
equity investment for local CED initiatives, and
the 10 percent for 2000 project that will encourage
local companies to hire more low-income people
(e.g., by facilitating the link between job seekers,
job-specific training programs and employment
opportunities).

iii. Research

In order to support its work and share its
experiences, CODA has entered into a research
collaboration with the Caledon Institute of Social
Policy. Caledon is conducting research on poverty
in Waterloo Region and the rest of Canada, and
the experiences of other North American
communities that have developed innovative
methods of reducing poverty.

Caledon also has asked the University of
Guelph’s School of Rural Planning and Dev-
elopment to conduct an evaluation of the
Opportunities 2000 program so that Lutherwood
CODA can assess its performance, and other
community groups can learn from its best
practices and lessons.  The evaluation will assess
the impact of different Opportunities 2000
projects in helping low-income families and the
capacity of community organizations to reduce
poverty.

Assessing a program like Opportunities
2000 that addresses a complex issue like poverty
through many different projects requires a
multidisciplinary approach to evaluation – one
that can reflect each household’s challenges and
capacity, while capturing both the quantifiable
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and qualitative changes that participating in an
Opportunities 2000 project may bring.  To assist
in meeting these methodological challenges, the
School has convened an Evaluation Committee
composed of local academics, evaluation
consultants and community members to provide
technical advice.

The Caledon Institute also is co-ordinating
the learning and dissemination components of the
program.  The results of its research on poverty
and community-based strategies will be shared
through the Opportunities 2000 Series, pre-
sentations at several national and international
conferences, and an Opportunities 2000 website
(www.op2000.org). Caledon also will be hosting
a series of teleconferences and e-mail discussions
on community-based poverty reduction that will
permit Lutherwood CODA to exchange ideas
with other organizations.

Conclusion

Opportunities 2000 is an ambitious and
comprehensive program to mobilize the public,
private and nonprofit sectors in a concerted effort
to reduce poverty in Waterloo Region.  In taking
on the program, Lutherwood CODA has set itself
a challenging goal of helping 2,000 families
move out of poverty by the year 2000.  Its task
now is to translate that vision into a network of
effective projects that can assist low-income
people develop economic opportunities well
beyond the year 2000.

The benefits, however, will not end there.
Through its involvement in Opportunities 2000,
the Caledon Institute has a unique opportunity
to research and document the potential of a
comprehensive community-based program to

reduce poverty and to distill lessons that will be
relevant to many other communities across
Canada.

Dwayne Hodgson

Endnotes

1. On April 1, 1998, CODA officially merged with
Lutherwood, a local social service agency, under the new
name Lutherwood CODA.

2. See Torjman and Hodgson. (1998). Poverty in Waterloo
Region. Ottawa: Caledon Institute of Social Policy,
January.

3. A more detailed discussion of CODA’s Opportunities
Planning project can be found in Brian Reid. (1997). From
Welfare to Work: A Community Success Story in Creating
Employment Opportunities. Available from Lutherwood
CODA.

4. For more information, see Torjman, Sherri. (1998).
Community-Based Poverty Reduction. Ottawa: Caledon
Institute of Social Policy, February.
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