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1) BALTA exists - and still exists despite recently announced federal government funding cuts for the social economy - already existing government commitments mean that a national network of social economy research projects/alliances is in existence for the time being - currently set till 2011 (unless further funding cuts) - this consists of a national coordinating "Hub" and six regional "nodes", of which BALTA covers Alberta and BC - other nodes being the North, Prairies (SK/MB/N.ON), Southern Ontario, Quebec, Atlantic

 

2) BALTA was approved by SSHRC effective March 2006.  Since then we have been establishing the research network, which has taken some time and effort. Time frame: 2006 to 2010 (five years)

 

3) BALTA has been deliberately structured to bring academics, community based researchers and practitioners together (not without problems related to both their different organizational cultures and SSHRC spending restrictions, but with a genuine spirit of good will amongst the BALTA participants) - and to evolve a set of "bottom-up" research priorities and projects - rather than simply one or two institutions determining that research agenda.  This also takes more time, but will, we believe, ultimately lead to a more effective partnership and more practitioner relevant research.  We had an initial planning forum in October and will hold a second set of meetings at the end of January to solidify research priorities and clarify initial research plans.

 

4) BALTA is organized into three SE Research Clusters (SERCs) addressing three broad areas.  The work is intended to address three broad priority research questions and three research domains (You can grab the list of 3 SERCs, 3 questions and 3 domains from the SSHRC proposal)

 

5) For those coming to this national conference from other parts of the country, each node is organized somewhat differently, has a different research approach and agenda, etc.  For further info on specific nodes, best to contact that node directly.  Can get specific contact info for each node from the National Hub.  Contact:

secoord@uvic.ca

 

6) That's probably plenty for 10 minutes, then you could see if there are any questions if there is time for that.  You could also give Tim as a BALTA contact point (only because I'm in process of finding a new email server and thus will have a new email address soon).

The Social Economy in BC and Alberta: Strengthening the Foundations for Growth
The proposed British Columbia and Alberta Social Economy Research Alliance, with the Canadian Centre for Community Renewal and Royal Roads University as lead institutional applicants, establishes a broad regional partnership among five universities and nine social economy stakeholder organizations, plus two federal agencies and an innovative municipality that actively promotes its local social economy. All of these have committed additional financial and/or in-kind support to supplement the SSHRC funding we seek. Aside from the six individual applicants, the research collaborators include 29 other stakeholders - committed researchers, faculty, and practitioners (with 40-60 students), mainly from Alberta and B.C. but also other parts of Canada, the U.S., and the U. K. Over the next five years, this Alliance will vigorously undertake a series of research initiatives to better understand and improve the range of activities and entities that make up the regional social economy and its infrastructure. 


We see that troubled communities and small regions, in Canada and elsewhere, when faced with severe economic threats, have developed and applied new strategies and tools that have succeeded in stemming the tide of decline and responding to the needs of their marginalized citizens. These exemplary practices - that is, community economic development (CED) and other techniques of the social economy - have some common characteristics, the most fundamental being the reinsertion of social goals, reciprocity, and solidarity into economic thinking and decision-making – and, with that, concern for long-term sustainability. Based on this experience and the many significant published reports on CED and the social economy, we pose three strategic questions to meet our overall aim – that is, to strengthen the foundations for a solid growth in the social economy of the region: 


(1) What are the scope and characteristics of the social economy in the Alberta/British Columbia region? We need to better understand the social economy landscape, as it exists. 


(2) What are the scope and characteristics of social economy innovations that are achieving demonstrable social and economic results in the region or elsewhere? We need to understand what is working and why. 


(3) What are the key issues, opportunities, and constraints for adapting and scaling up, all across B.C. and Alberta, whatever is working (both within and outside the region)?


These research questions will be addressed through three complementary and interactive streams of inquiry and practice. The first stream (mapping) will focus on (a) systematically documenting the scope, scale, impact, and key characteristics of social economy initiatives in the two provinces, concentrating on the broad areas of housing, human services, and natural resource development; and (b) developing an analytical framework to guide the analysis and evaluation of a series of case studies. The second stream (case analysis) will consist of a systematic review of documented social enterprise and CED cases with consequential innovative aspects - in the two provinces and elsewhere. The third stream (practice) will address a small number of emerging social economy initiatives that will, over the course of the research project, actively participate in a two-way exchange of knowledge between the practitioners in the field and the researchers who can bring outside perspectives/information to bear. These three streams will interact both formally and informally throughout the project, such that the development of theory is informed by the case research findings and ‘tested’ in the emerging social economy initiatives. 

Both the project process and the project findings will contribute to key needs previously identified by the federal government’s 2005 consultations with the social economy sector in Western Canada: that is, improved understanding and awareness of the social economy sector; increased collaboration and enhanced networks; and training targeted to the needs and priorities of the sector. 

The BC/AB alliance thus actively seeks both new knowledge and practical results. 

2. Detailed Description of the Proposed Research Project


We propose to create a broad research alliance (to be called BALTA) in British Columbia and Alberta that will bring together five universities, nine social economy organizations, two federal government agencies, an innovative municipality, and, beyond the 6 individual applicants, 29 other stakeholders - individual practitioners and researchers. Together they will create a solid platform for community and academic collaboration to address critical research questions about the social economy in the two provinces and to launch student researchers in the field. We see our program as vigorously animating the regional social economy with increased academic and practical activity 

B. Objective and Outcomes of BALTA and Its Research Program

The overall goal of this regional node is to engage a wide range of stakeholders to undertake research and knowledge mobilization in order to strengthen the foundations for solid growth of the social economy in the B.C. and Alberta region. Derived from this general goal are five major objectives:

1. To create an effective network of academics, researchers, and social economy partners in order to sustain the kind of long-term knowledge production and exchange necessary to strengthen and grow the social economy for many years to come; 

2. To understand better the scope and characteristics of the social economy in the region - and to contribute to designing measures for tracking its progress;

3. To assess and better understand exemplary practices, both within and outside the region, and analyze the requirements for their replication and/or scaling up in the region;

4. To speed the exploitation of knowledge about these exemplary practices in and between both provinces;

5. To contribute to the design and development of the social economy infrastructure in B.C. and Alberta - especially to contribute to defining and promoting policy and regulatory changes and other infrastructure that will support the growth of the social economy in this region.

Further, this project has been designed with the explicit intention to achieve the following outcomes derived from the project objectives: (1) a manifest exchange and diffusion of existing and new knowledge applicable to the needs and priorities of social economy actors; (2) meaningful opportunities for students and other researchers to learn from and contribute to the field, and to engage in longer-term career involvement in the field; (3) an increase in the number and range of cooperative projects between researchers and social economy practitioners; (4) an enhanced base of curriculum materials and resources for cognate university programs, particularly for those existing or planned at Athabasca U, SFU, UVic, U of Alberta, and RRU; (5) increased overall level of financial and other resources devoted to research and other efforts aimed at strengthening and growing the social economy in the region; (6) an increase in the breadth and depth of provincial and sub-regional public policies and programs, networks, institutions, and individual CED activities and social enterprises; (7) increased linkages, learning communities, and joint projects with the burgeoning social economy movement outside Canada, particularly in Europe, Africa, the U.S., Austral-Asia, and Latin America, in each of which at least one of the applicants has established relationships; and finally, but not least (8) a distinct improvement in the knowledge about the social economy in the region, to be made explicit in our research reports.

For the B.C. and Alberta contexts, then, these three analytical domains provide us with the framework to guide the strategic research questions, the research designs, and the implementation strategies for the proposed Social Economy Research Clusters (SERCs). Each SERC provides a selection of interrelated topic-areas to be addressed by an integrated group of practitioners and academics, and they also give an intellectual and practical context for the particular research projects that each of the co-applicants will engage in. In addition, they provide a focus for the additional research we hope to foster among our committed collaborators and their associates. They will allow us to pursue the basic questions inherent in the analytical domains:

(1) What are the scope and characteristics of key sectors of the social economy in the region? We need to better understand the social economy landscape, as it exists. 

(2) What are the scope and characteristics of social economy innovations that are achieving demonstrable social and economic results in the region or elsewhere? We need to understand what is working and why. 

(3) What are the key issues, opportunities, and constraints for adapting and scaling up what is working (whether from within or outside of the region)? We need to understand the strategies and resources relevant to successfully scaling up success across Alberta and B.C. 

SERC 1. Social Enterprise in the Human Services and in Affordable Housing. Non-profit and cooperative enterprise plays an important but largely undefined role in the region as a sector providing for basic human needs. These enterprises include affordable housing, health services, daycare centers (both for the very young and for the elderly), food banks, training and other labor market services, and a range of other social services. Their extent, scope, impact, and characteristics in the region need to be mapped. A major contribution of co-applicant Michael Gismondi will be to focus his Athabasca students on mapping these social enterprises in Alberta and B.C. Of course, the other applicants and collaborators will also be mobilizing students for this mapping work.

SERC 2. Natural Resources, Local Development, and Social Enterprise. Current provincial land and natural resource tenure and revenue arrangements, combined with limited local capacity to manage and develop such resources, reduce the potential for local benefits for the communities adjacent to and dependent upon the fundamental natural resources of forestry and fishery. In fact, many such communities remain marginalized despite such resources (Mitchell et al. 2001). Are there countervailing opportunities for such communities in other natural resources? With respect to the sectors of non-timber forest resources, non-traditional fisheries, renewable energy, and eco-tourism, for example? How could legislation, policy, First Nation treaties, and public programs be designed to link development rights in these, or other sectors, to local needs? Using the advantages of his base in Northern Alberta and role as a municipal councilor, co-applicant Dr. Michael Gismondi will focus on such issues, with emphasis upon the social economy/local government dynamic.

SERC 3. Analysis, Evaluation, and Infrastructure Development. From both Canadian and other experience, we know that the efflorescence of a social economy requires supportive infrastructure in intermediaries, policies, networks, finance, etc. Small and isolated attempts at a social enterprise or a community-based and locally run development program remain vulnerable to the pressures of the conventional economy. But the more that CED or any individual social enterprise is embedded in a system of supportive technical, organizational, and financial infrastructure, the more likely are these efforts to grow and multiply in number and scale (Lewis 2004). Elements of this infrastructure exist to varying extents in B.C. and Alberta; but it is not well advanced compared to other jurisdictions. Assessing the current state of social economy infrastructure in relation to that in other jurisdictions (e.g., Québec, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, U.S., and the United Kingdom) is thus a strategic research area. Important input on this will come from non-regional collaborators, Pat Conaty, Dr. Jean-Marc Fontan, Shawna MacKinnon, Dr. Marguerite Mendell, Nancy Neamtan, Dr. Stewart Perry, and Dan Swinney.
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