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Action for Neighbourhood Change
In Thunder Bay

The Action for Neighbourhood Change
project (ANC) may be complex but its
purposeisclear. Theinitiativeisabout real
people helping one another to make their
nei ghbourhoods better placesto live. Snce
the project began in February 2005, it has
generated optimism and hope among
community members. The partners are
excited that the programishaving the desired
results. Citizens are becoming involved in
changing their neighbourhoods and
government is hearing the feedback
it needs to support them effectively. This
series of stories presents each of the five
ANC neighbourhoods as they existed at
the start of the initiative. A second series
will be published at the end of the ANC’s
14-month run to document the changes
and learnings that have resulted from the
effort. For more information about ANC,
visit: www.anccommunity.ca
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A brief history

Beforethearrival of Europeans, Ojibway
was the dominant culture of the area between
Georgian Bay on Lake Huron and the Prairies.
French fur traders in the 1600s are credited
with first calling part of the northern shore of
L ake Superior Baie de Tonnaire, but it took until
1970 to amalgamate the former twin cities of
Port Arthur and Fort William into the City of
Thunder Bay. Long ago, Aboriginal tribe mem-
bers traversed their homeland through a net-
work of lakesand rivers. Those same waterways
andrail lines, which werelaid downin the 1880s,
established the area as an important shipping
point for grain and logging. In the 1920s, the
former twin citieshad the greatest grain handling
capacity in North America.

Over the years, logging and shipping
activity intheregion hasdeclined. The pulp and
paper industry is going through major restruc-
turing and many high-paying jobsare disappearing.
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On a more positive note, the establishment of
L akehead University and Confederation College
of Applied Artsand Sciences, the reconstruction
of Old Fort William, and numerous national and
international sporting events have helped to
establish Thunder Bay as an educational and
tourist destination. On balance, however, thelocal
economy is not offering the opportunities of
larger, southern cities and many university and
college graduates are moving away. Graduates
who remain face heavy competition for entry-
level jobs.

In 2001, Thunder Bay’s population was
121,986, a decrease of 3.6 percent from the
previous Census period in 1996 (126,643). The
populationisalso aging. In 2001, 25 percent of

residentswere over age 55 (up from 22 percent
in1996). The proportion of Aboriginal citizensis
7 percent, compared with 1 percent in the rest of
theprovince. Averageincomelevels, employment
and labour participation are lower than the
provincial average and the number of people on
fixed incomesishigher (13.7 versus 9.8 percent).
Alcohol and substance abuse and dependency are
serious problems among young people and the
region ranks poorly on lifestyleindicators (e.g.,
body weight, smoking rates, exercise and eating
habits).

Despite economic challenges, residents
of Thunder Bay remain proud of their northern
Ontario heritage and have deep connections to
their community and family members. Says

The United Way of Thunder Bay

Sinceitsfounding in 1964, the United Way of Thunder Bay (UWTB) haskept itsfocuson

funding community organizations and, until the ANC project, had placed only asmall emphasison
community-building activities. Recent donor interest inlonger-term, comprehensive solutionsto
local problemsinspired UWTB staff and Board of Directorsto pursuethe ANC project.

Says Joanne Kembel: “ Because community building has along developmental lead time
and can take awhileto generate tangibl e results, our Board of Directors moved cautiously inthis
direction. Inaddition, our community and United Way campaign are smaller than the other four
United Ways participating in ANC, and we were concerned that the project might depl ete resources
traditionally used for our annual fundraising campaign. However, the opportunity to network with
the ANC partner organizations and to learn more about a sustai nable practices approach was
extremely attractive.”

UWTB staff members believe that this new way of working has already generated results,
both in the sel ected neighbourhood and among the community organizationsthey sponsor. Says
Cameron Nicolson, UWTB Past President and ANC Project Advisor: “Many peoplein Thunder
Bay recognize that our community hasto work more collaboratively and adopt amore positive
approach to our future. The ANC model offers an opportunity to make along-term, compre-
hensiveimpact on aneighbourhood and likely will influence UWTB’sfuture operations.”

Cameron’sinvolvement in ANC isunique. Working in avolunteer capacity, he hasbeen an
active leader in selecting the neighbourhood, orchestrating the project launch and guiding the work.
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Joanne Kembel, Executive Director of the
United Way of Thunder Bay: “The realities of
our economic situation are serious, and rising
oil and gas prices will add another stress for
many small businesses now struggling to remain
competitive. We also are in the process of
rebuilding trust in our community, having weath-
ered aprevious, difficult municipal council. It
will taketimeto overcome peopl €' s concerns, but
Actionfor Neighbourhood Change offersalong-
term approach to the types of difficultiesweare
experiencing and we are optimistic about its
potential impact on our larger community.”

Neighbourhood selection process — Thunder
Bay style

In preparing to choose alocation for the
Action for Neighbourhood Change (ANC)
project, a member of the ANC Thunder Bay
Steering Committee held stakeholder consulta-
tions with federal, provincial and municipal
government officialsand area service providers.
Each was asked to suggest areas in the city
that would benefit from inclusionin the project.
From this work, the names of five neighbour-
hoods were brought to an introductory ANC
meeting with 30 community group members. The
meeting gave participants the chance to con-
sider the assets and concernsin each of thefive
proposed project sites.

The three-member ANC management
team then distributed questionnairesto service
provider organizations in the five prospective
neighbourhoods asking for moreinformation about
assets, potential leaders and possible project
participants. Next, aresearcher was contracted
to conduct follow-up research with police, a
Thunder Bay literacy organization, the L akehead
Social Planning Council and the City’s planning
department.

“One of the outcomes of our research
wastherealization that none of our local agencies
tracks information by neighbourhood,” says
UWTB Executive Director Joanne Kembel. “This
project already has convinced local agencies
and planning departmentsto consider the bene-
fits of collecting information on a neighbour-
hood basisand will likely inform future statistics
gathering efforts.”

After all theinformation wascollected, the
ANC Steering Committee viewed each prospec-
tive neighbourhood against six criteria: existing
|eadership; the number of organizations, service
providersand businesses present; neighbourhood
size; assets and issues; the presence of adiverse
population; and whether issues could be
successfully addressed within the project’s 14-
month time frame. The Simpson-Ogden neigh-
bourhood quickly roseto thetop of thelist and,
after further consultation with residents,
organizations and service providers, was selected
astheANC site.

Neighbourhood description

Simpson-Ogden was named for two
citizens who assumed civic prominence in the
1800s and is the second-oldest residential
neighbourhood in Thunder Bay. Simpson Street
developed asthe area’sfirst businessdistrict in
the early 1900s and Ogden Street has been the
site of acommunity park for more than 80 years.
Travelling north to south on Simpson Street
providesaglimpse of the neighbourhood’s ethnic
and socio-economic diversity. Thestreetitselfis
often heavy with traffic and widensto four lanes
inside the Simpson-Ogden neighbourhood. Its
commercial buildings are mostly two and three
stories high, often with apartments on the second
andthirdfloors.
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Though once athriving business|ocation,
Simpson Street is now showing signs of decline.
Although an estimated 175 businesses remain,
many have closed, leaving behind boarded up
doorsand windows. The Simpson-Ogden Busi-
ness | mprovement Association (BIA) planted trees
and installed benches and hanging flower baskets
inan effort toimprovethe neighbourhood’ s appeal .
But the unkempt appearance of many of the
buildings embodies Simpson Street’s struggleto
find a better footing in Thunder Bay’s modern
businesscommunity.

A railroad yard and warehousesform the
neighbourhood’s eastern border and itswestern
boundary isasecond businessdistrict, May Street,
which continues north asMemoria Avenue. The
neighbourhood’s southern and northern endsare
bounded by large shopping malls. Residents must
travel three blocksfrom the south end of Simpson-
Ogden to reach the closest grocery store near the
Victoriaville Mall. This shopping centre also
provides accessto anumber of municipal offices
—planning, parks and recreation, and nonprofit
serviceproviders.

A little further south in the Victoriaville
neighbourhood are City Hall, a food bank,
homeless shelter, public library and the Fort
William Gardens Curling Club and Multipurpose
Arena. In 2003, theVictoriaville BIA members
and a group of concerned residents formed a
coalition called “Downtown Now.” They have
worked with municipal staff to establish acore
renewal plan which recently was presented to City
Council for approval. Though Simpson-Ogden
falls outside of the improvement area, oppor-
tunitiesto sharerenewal planswith ANC will be
explored.

Besidesbusinessareas along Simpson and
May Streets, theremainder of Simpson-Ogdenis

made up of residential properties. About two-
thirds of the housing stock is composed of small,
single homes; morethan half of these were built
before 1946. Some larger houses have been
converted into multi-unit apartments. Though
many propertiesaretidy and well kept, residents
are concerned about the dozen or so vacant,
burned-out or boarded-up houses sprinkled
throughout the neighbourhood. Inadditiontothe
nei ghbourhood’s business and housing elements,
Simpson-Ogden has a public pool, community
centre and two elementary schools. Other than
the school yards and play areas adjacent to the
pool and community centre, the neighbourhood has
no other parksor public green spaces.

Simpson-Ogden residents have fought
hard to keep the servicesthey have. Both the pool
and one of the elementary schoolswere slated for
closure in the last few years, but strong local
opposition convinced official sto leave them open.

The people of Simpson-Ogden

Simpson-Ogden has approximately 2,500
households and an estimated popul ation of 5,000.
At the beginning of the ANC project, the few
statistics avail able which hel ped to describe the
residents of the neighbourhood were extrapol ated
from three Censustractsthat most closely fit the
Simpson-Ogden boundaries. According to the
Census, low incomelevelsrangefroma‘low’ of
16.3 percent in the northernmost neighbourhood
tract to 22.8 percent in the middleand 35.7 in the
southernmost tract. Eventhelowest rateishigher
than the overall low income ratefor the region,
which stands at 11.4 percent.

The neighbourhood is populated mainly
by the descendents of European immigrants,
including Poles, Ukrainians, British, German,
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Finnish, Dutch, Germans and Italians, and by a
high proportion of Aboriginals. ANC staff mem-
bers have met with representatives of the Thunder
Bay Urban Aboriginal Strategy to share dataand
discusslinkages between thetwo programs. Plans
to collaborate on policy and capacity-building
effortsare under review.

Community assets

Thanks to the involvement of UWTB
Board and ANC Steering Committee member Dr.
Joanne Zamparo, the Simpson-Ogden neigh-
bourhood was incorporated into a month-long
theory course at L akehead University’s School of
Social Work. The ANC staff asked students to
help conduct focus groups for business
representatives and seniors, structure a policy
forum and analyze the historical context and
outcomes of previous change plans in the
neighbourhood. Studentswere pleased with the
opportunity to have ared -life experience of theory
in action, and several volunteered extratimeto
the project.

The NorWest Community Health Centre
isconsidered an anchor organization in Simpson-
Ogden and its staff hel ped introducethe ANC to
other community members and services.
NorWest's Simpson Street |ocation isone of three
branchfacilities. Itisstaffed by doctorsand nurse
practitionersto the equivalent of threefull-time
physician and three full-time nurse practitioner
positions. Staff salariesare paid by the Ontario
Ministry of Long Term Care.

Though originally built to serve the
Simpson-Ogden neighbourhood, the health
centre’s mandate has expanded in the last three
yearsto servetheentire city and itstwo satellite
programscover all of northwestern Ontario. The

centre’ sthreelocationstogether offer an estimated
50 community-geared programs. In Thunder Bay,
the centre focuses on the early years population
(ages0to 3), Aboriginal residentsand seniors. It
also educates residents about nutrition and Fetal
Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. The centre offersa
number of outreach programs, including FOCUS
which works to address problems and injuries
associated with drug and a cohol abuse. FOCUS
Coordinator Darren Borg isan active member of
the newly formed ANC Policy Validation Group.

A mobile needle exchange and intra-
venous drug use education program, called
Superior Points, also operates from the health
centre and serves alarge population of program
usersliving in the Simpson-Ogden neighbourhood.
The program supplies needles and educational
materialsto al partsof Thunder Bay.

The Ogden Community Centreisasecond,
well used facility in the neighbourhood. The City
runs several park programs and eventsfrom the
centreat no charge, serving avariety of agesand
interests. The Ogden Community School gymis
attached to the centre and is available free of
chargeto nonprofit organizations.

The Lakehead Social Planning Council
in nearby Victoriaville Mall is a community
information referral centre. Some of itsmembers
began work in 2003 to establish a 211 social
serviceshelpline. 1n 2001 the Council published
Hard Times, acommunity handbook, whichitis
currently working to update and republish. This
referencewill be useful to the many Ojibway and
Creeresidentswho aremoving into theareafrom
reserves and who can benefit from settlement
Services.

These provincial and municipal govern-
ment-based services areimportant resourcesfor
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the residents of Simpson-Ogden, but the
neighbourhood also is enriched by avariety of
private and faith-based programs.

Among the neighbourhood’ sbiggest assets
are the small church groups that have evolved
programs and services over the years and hel ped
build a sense of community in their immediate
surroundings. New Life Christian Fellowship
provides aweekly, year-round pancake breakfast
which draws up to 130 people from various
backgrounds. Monthly barbecues and regular
invitations to local youth to come and play
basketball have brought many people to the
church’sdoor. Though sheisnew tothearea, the
pastor’s compassion for peoplein difficulty has
won many friendsin the neighbourhood.

The Thunder Bay Christian Community
Centre runs programs from a semi-detached
house. One paid coordinator and a group of
volunteers offer (free of charge) a food bank,
clothing depot, cooking classes, amother and child
drop-in program, literacy help, school preparation
assistance, craft groups, food hampers and
community dinners. Children are invited to a
summer Sunday school program. The centre has
become acommunity anchor and neighboursfeel
very comfortablewith theworkersat the centre.

Ten months of the year, Knox United
Church serves Sunday night dinner. What began
asan offering for students grew to include up to
100 guests each week. Members of the church
community have reached out to their neighbours
with small gestures of goodwill, including the
distribution of garden plants to homes in the
church’svicinity. The church keeps emergency
food supplies, though it does not operate aformal
food bank. The minister livesin ahome attached
to the church and neighbourhood residents come

to her door in need of food, clothing and advice.
The church’sgrounds are an oasis of beautifully
kept gardens, and its fruits and vegetables are
distributed regularly to peopleliving nearby.

The Underground Gym — an evening
recreational facility for youth—wasestablished in
1999 by Peter Panetta, a postman by day and
community volunteer by night. In 2004, Peter
bought three vacant buildingsin Simpson-Ogden
for $200 each. By soliciting donationsand help
from local businesses, Peter has made structural
improvementsto the buildings’ interiors, and a
recent grant fromthe Trillium Foundation will pay
for roof repairsfor one of the buildings.

Using donated gym equipment, Peter and
another volunteer offer aboxing program, fitness
classes, and workout and computer facilitiesthree
nights aweek. The local hospital donated ten
computers to Peter, and the City provides the
program with free high speed Internet access.
Between 60 and 80 youth use the facilities and
Peter makes sure that they all have input into
program design decisions. SaysPeter: “My dream
isthat kidswill do for other what | have donefor
them, causing arippleof positive effects.”

SaysANC L ocal Manager Jodi Carlson:
“The churches and other neighbourhood groups
have been extremely positive about ANC to date
and many are requesting to participate in focus
group sessions. We arein the process of meeting
and hearing from avariety of neighbourhood groups
aswell as mapping asset locations and learning
more about the challenges people face.” Jodi,
Community Development Facilitator Sandra
Albertson and Administrative Assistant Lorraine
Alarie opened an ANC officeinthe neighbourhood
onAugust 1.
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Moving ahead

TheThunder Bay ANC official launch on
May 26 was attended by 45 neighbourhood
residents, service providers, the Mayor, and
provincia and federal government representatives.
An evening block party event on July 13 attracted
400 residents and offered entertainment, food and
fellowship. Says SandraAlbertson: “The party
was an important opportunity to demonstrate
ANC'sahility to organizean event and bring people
together. Eventhough we' reonly astaff of three,
people in the neighbourhood could see for
themselvesthe possibilitiesthat exist whenevena
small number work together. The party generated
asense of optimism and arenewed commitment
to strivefor positive change.”

Sincethekickoff and block party, theANC
project staff have been consulting representatives
from private, public and nonprofit groups that
operate in the neighbourhood. As staff continue
to learn more about the assets and organi zations
present in Simpson-Ogden, they are preparing
residentsto becomeinvolvedindevelopingavision
of changethat will direct their improvement efforts.

TheNational Film Board—oneof theANC partner
organizations—filmed residents and produced a
short video about lifein Simpson-Ogden that was
used as part of thethisyear’sUWTB campaign
launch. It both captured and created enthusiasm
for the process of neighbourhood revitalization and
will help extend awareness of the project and its
applicationto other Thunder Bay neighbourhoods.

Over theyears, many individualsand groups
haveworked hard to improvethe quality of lifein
Simpson-Ogden. SaysJodi Carlson: “ANC has
begun to stimulate aregion-wide interest in the
neighbourhood and people are seeing the
possibility of building on Simpson-Ogden’s assets.
That understanding, combined with ANC’s
partnership structure and government support, are
a powerful means of improving life in the
neighbourhood.”

Anne Makhoul

Anne Makhoul coordinates the community
stories seriesfor the Caledon Institute of Social
Policy.
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