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Executjve Summary 
Is neighbourhood poverty concentration a problem that can be addressed solely at the 

community level? What about gentrification, homelessness or food insecurity? Grassroots 

organizing efforts are addressing such challenges that negatively affect local communities. 

Although these community problems are sometimes discussed in public policy as local-scale 

issues, poverty concentration and gentrification are only local manifestation of larger structural 

dynamics of income polarization, residential segregation and racialization of poverty. Broader 

anti-pmerty organizing efforts are aiming to address such systemic issues of poverty. 

This report explores the challenges and opportunities of anti-poverty organizing efforts in 

Toronto, as well as strategies for policy change and conditions of success. It illuminates largely

unexplored questions of how grassroots organizing can go beyond limits of addressing poverty at 

the local level - strategies that tum local issues into public policy issues and that connect local 

initiatives with broader organizing efforts. Examining such strategies is important given the 

urgent need to address growing poverty and inequalities in Toronto. Research methods included 

semi-structured interviews with twelve key informants from community organizations, two from 

private foundations, and three researchers and policy analysts. 

Findings indicate that community organizations face three key challenges in shifting anti

poverty organizing toward policy-oriented organizing that requires exposing policy gaps and 

proposing concrete policy alternatives. First, community organizations are inexperienced in 

policy development and thus need to build this policy skill. Second, however, their capacity to 

organize at the grassroots level has been constrained by growing responsibilities for service 

provision and the financial and legal regulations. Third, these two challenges are felt unevenly 

among community organizations due to inequalities in resources, power and access to decision

making bodies, resulting in unequal relationships at the partnership and coalition level. 

The confluence of the three has resulted in a growing tension between grassroots 

organizations and policy-focused groups, which complicate the ability to connect the local and 

policy at the non-profit community sector level. Despite the tension, effective organizing efforts 

tend to build a diversity of strategies that combine both grassroots organizing and policy 

innovation work to create political pressures at multiple scales. To increase the efficacy of this 

practice, investing in community infrastructure is identified as the most essential condition to 

strengthen the link between local initiatives and broader policy change efforts. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research objectives 
In this CIP, I explore the challenges and opportunities of anti-poverty organizing efforts 

in Toronto, as well as the strategies, practices and conditions of successful organizing efforts. 

For this study, I have the following specific objectives: 

I. To document the challenges and barriers community Drganizations face in engaging in 

anti-poverty Drganizing and in building coalitiDns and partnerships 

2. To investigate strategies and practices (a) that can connect grassroots organizing with 

broader policy change campaigns and (b) that can turn local issues and people's day-to

day struggles into public policy issues 

3. To identify enabling conditions of successful anti-poverty organizing and coalition

building 

4. To recommend approaches to anti-poverty organizing and coalition-building to better 

influence public policy 

1.2 R1tionale for the study 
In 2007, a research team at the University of Toronto with a partnership with St. 

Christopher House (SCH), released a report that has changed our everyday conversation about 

the city. This report identifies a disturbing trend in Toronto: post-war inner-suburban 

neighbourhoods are facing increasing poverty concentration, while downtown neighbourhoods 

are experiencing gentrification. Grassroots community organizing efforts are attempting to 

address such issues of neighbourhood change. These community problems are sometimes 

discussed in public policy as place-based issues. However, can we address poverty concentration 

and gentrification solely at the local scale? As a number of research suggest including the report 

by the University of Toronto and SCH, poverty concentration and gentrification are local and 

spatial manifestations of the larger structural trend of growing socioeconomic inequality. 

Without addressing such structural issues at the public policy level, it is difficult to address 

poverty concentration and gentrification. This limit Df placed-based grassroots Drganizing raises 

a question Df hDw to cDnnect local initiatives with bmader organizing efforts to address systemic 

issues of sDciDeconomic inequality such as grDwing poverty. 
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This research is motivated by the urgent need to tackle such growing poverty in Tomnto 

and by the limits Df existing policy responses. Since the 1980s, TDronto has witnessed growing 

poverty. This socio-economic inequality has been manifested geDgraphically as "Three Cities 

within TomntD," shown in the Figure I (Hulchanski, 2007; 2010). The key contour.; of this 

grDwing poverty include three inter-related social processes: income polarization between the 

rich and poor, residential segregatiDn, and racialization of pDverty (CDwen & Partlette, 

forthcDming). Several factDrs have contributed tD this situation: deindustrialization and the 

disappearance of stable manufacturing jobs, the rise of the knowledge-based economy, and the 

neoliberal restructuring Df the welfare state at all levels of the governments (Boudreau, Keil, 

Young, 2009). Particularly, welfare state restructuring, laiDwn as the "Common-Sense 

Revolution" (CSR) in OntariD by Mike Harris pmvincial government between 1995 and 2001, 

has had profound impacts on social welfare policies and people's everyday lives i. 

Figure 1: A map of cbange In average Individual Income of tbe City of Toronto, 1970..2005 

(Source: Hulcbanski, 2010) 
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Over the last few decades, particularly through the dismantling of the welfare state in 

Ontario, people have been caught in an ideological debate over what the government's 

responsibility should be for social issues and where ultimate responsibility should fall. Roles of 

governments have shifted from ensuring people's rights and fair redistribution of wealth to 

encouraging individuals and private finns to compete in the global economy (McBride & 

McNutt, 2007). Governments have withdrawn financial and political commitments to social 

service provision, and have promoted market-based solutions such as workfare programs. 

Responsibilities for social issues have been downloaded from senior levels of governments to 

local governments, and community and individuals (Jessop, 2002). The public conception of 

welfare was redefined from universal entitlements for all citizens to a source of dependency and 

a disincentive for seeking employment (Peck, 2001 ). In this context, poverty has been 

reinterpreted not as public responsibility but as individual responsibility and lack of participation 

in the labour market (McBride & McNutt, 2007). 

As one policy response to increasing poverty and socio-spatial polarization, the City of 

Toronto and the United Way of Greater Toronto jointly launched the Priority Neighbourhood 

(PN) Strategy in 2005. The PN strategy is a geographically targeted (or place-based) policy for 

investment in physical and social infrastructure that emphasizes community engagement and 

collaborative planning among different actors such as residents, local service providers and the 

city departments. While the PN strategy is a key change in social policy and service delivery 

programming in Toronto, it is limited in its capacity to address systemic issues of poverty 

because of its focus on neighbourhood-scale approaches and on resident engagement (Cowen & 

Parlette, forthcoming). This focus on the local scale for policy intervention does not address 

broader forces such as macro political economy and public policy changes that have contributed 

to citywide socio-spatial polarization (Boudreau et al., 2009). A considerable literature, both 

academic and policy-based, suggests place-based initiatives can be effective ifthey are linked to 

redistributive politics and broader poverty reduction strategies (Brenner, 2004; Bradford, 2005; 

Cowen & Parlette, forthcoming). 

Community organizing can play a key role in exposing the limits of existing public policy 

responses and politicizing demands for addressing public issues of poverty. To respond to the 

urgent need to take action, the Toronto Working Group on Poverty was formed in the summer 

20 I 0, and is exploring ways to organize different community groups to address issues of poverty 
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at the citywide scale. Co1rununity organizing is not an easy task. As funding sources are 

becoming scarce and competitive in the face of increasing immediate needs for social services, 

the day-to-day work of community organizations is increasingly devoted to grant applications 

and renewals (CSPCT, 2004). Further, funding scheme changes have constrained the capacities 

of community organizations and governed them more as service providers. Despite the 

challenges, however, some community organizations are committing to anti-poverty organizing 

efforts to influence public policy. Those organizations respond to the changing political context, 

while employing creative strategies and practices to advance anti-poverty policy alternatives. By 

documenting and analyzing such community practices in Toronto, I explore the challenges and 

opportunities facing anti-poverty organizing in Toronto. 

Particular attention is given to investigate organizing strategies that go beyond the limits 

in addressing systemic issues of poverty solely at the local level. Despite the importance of 

community organizing for policy change, little discussion has taken place on how community 

organizing efforts can turn local and individual issues into public issues and connect local 

initiatives with broader scales of organizing efforts and movements (DeFilippis, Fisher, & 

Shragge, 20 I 0). Also, organizing strategies alone cannot explain the successes or efficacy of 

strategies. For, one effective strategy in one context may not have the same efficacy in another 

(Mayer, 1998; Craig & Rangheli, 2010). As the literature and previous research on organizing 

demonstrate, political environments and local political culture are as important a factor as 

ideological difference in strategies (Greenwood, 2008). Thus, another attention is given to 

identify enabling conditions of successful organizing in Toronto. 

Thus, unpacking creative anti-poverty organizing strategies and their conditions of 

possibility should be of interest to those community organizations and community-based 

planners who work at the local level and are looking for opportunities and strategies to link their 

local work to broader policy change efforts. This research is also of interest to those working at 

the citywide and province-wide level and looking for ideas about how to build a strong local 

connection and community base to support and unite their everyday struggles against poverty 

from different communities. J shed light on strategies and conditions for building a meaningful 

connection between local work and broader movements and organizing efforts for policy change. 
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2. Literature review: Scaling up community organizing 

2.1 Question or strategies in community organizing 
Community organizing is a process of democratic participation to mobilize the interests 

of community members (DeFilippis & Saegert, 2008; Fisher, 2008). Unlike other forms of 

political actions such as advocacy, the agents of change are the affected constituencies, generally 

members of disenfranchised communities (Craig & Rangheli, 2010). Community organizing is a 

means of catalyzing the power of affected individuals into collective action to address the 

systemic causes of community problems by informing broader public policy beyond the local 

level (DeFilippis & Saegert, 2008). With supports from organizers and professional advocates, 

the affected constituencies play a central role in identifYing issues and potential solutions, and 

developing strategies to achieve solutions for policy changes (Craig & Rangheli, 201 0). Thus, 

community organizing is a strategy in itself and a process to build political power for civic 

engagement as well as policy innovation (Orr, 2007; Swarts, 2008). 

Dreier (2007) suggests that organizing efforts are generally reactionary to specific issues 

and circumstances, thus responding to the issues through different strategies. While choices of 

certain strategies over others are informed by ideological orientations and organizational cultures 

(Swarts, 2008), broader political-economic and policy contexts have also influenced the types of 

organizing strategies (Mayer, 1998). Agreement on issues does not mean consensus on strategies 

and solutions for the issues (Friedmann, 1987). Therefore, a choice of strategies has been a 

challenging question facing community organizing in progressive movements (Friedmann, 1987). 

While there are a variety of organizing strategies, the literature can be grouped into two 

categories (Fisher & Shragge, 2000). The first is the social action type. This type was first 

popularized by community organizer Saul Alinsky in Chicago in the 1930s after the Great 

Depression (Orr, 2007; Fisher, 2008). This type later gained a momentum in the 1960s and the 

1970s during the rise of New Left, the civil right movements, women's movements and other 

progressive political movements, which legitimated grassroots resistance (Fisher & Shragge, 

2000). The Alinsky model is characterized by strategies of direct action and contentious tactics 

including confronting and negotiating with corporate managers and public officials (Greenberg, 

2008; Orr, 2007). The A Iinsky model is characterized by strategies of direct action and 

contentious tactics including confronting and negotiating with corporate managers and public 

officials (Greenberg, 2008; Orr, 2007). Yet the Alinsky model's radical concern is on a means of 
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action not on the end (Friedmann. 1987). Since the model tends to focus on the immediate win 

solely at the local level without due consideration to structural issues, it is critiqued as a 

pragmatic approach (Fisher and Shragge, 2000). 

Since the 1980s when the political context shifted to neoliberalism, the effectiveness and 

acceptability of this type of organizing has been called into question (Sites, Chaskin, & Parks, 

2007). Instead, the second, consensus type of organizing has gained popularity. The second type 

is characterized by moderate strategies such as community building or partnerships with business 

groups and politicians to fight for a share of power (Fisher & Shragge, 2000; Sites et a!., 2007). 

Since the 1980s, the dismantling of the welfare state caused government funding cuts and 

changes in funders' priorities (Dreier, 2007). These changes put political pressures and 

constraints on community organizations, forcing them to adopt more moderate strategies (Fisher, 

2008; Dreier, 2007). Meanwhile, the social action type is considered as ineffective in the current 

conservative political environment (Sites et a!., 2007). For example, Eichler ( 1998) insists that 

confrontational strategies tend to fail to achieve intended changes because they do not have 

ideological flexibility for broader partnerships with different actors. 

Social action organizers and scholars, however, critique the consensus type of organizing; 

because its proponents are co-opted by power, rather than fighting for power (Fisher, 2008); 

because they need to be more accountable to those in power, rather than their constituencies 

(Sites et a!., 2007); and because they are making marginal changes at the local level, leaving the 

structural issues untouched (DeFilippis et a!., 2010). For them, the shifts toward moderation 

"have dulled the political edge of organizing and removed its passion for social change" (Fisher 

& Shragge, 2000, p. I). 

This line of critique, however, does not necessarily mean the consensus type is not 

important. Moderate strategies can build the community capacity essential for policy change 

work, get advocates to the policy discussion table, and achieve modest wins (Fisher, 2008; 

DeRienzo, 2008}. In this regard, moderate strategies per se are not the problem; the context and 

the purpose where these approaches are employed are more important (Shragge, 2003). 

2.2 Continuity between community organizing and (urban) social movements 
A fundamental limit of the consensus type lies in its tendency to emphasize locally based 

solutions without addressing broader policy issues and political economic changes affecting 

community issues (DeFilippis et a!., 2010). Meanwhile, traditional social action approach, 
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represented by Alinsky. has also been put into question given the recent political contel\t and 

global economy where political and corporate power is further removed from the local (Orr, 

2007). While local organizing efforts can win important local improvements, organizers tend not 

to be able to expand those local successes to broader public policy issues (Dreier, 2007; 

Harwood, 2003). Thus, Defilippis et al. (201 0) insist on the importance of linking local actions 

to broader movement building. 

While community organizing is seen as a separate political strategy in policy and social 

change campaigns, it is also understood as part of broader progressive movements (Dreier, 2007). 

Swarts (2008) suggests that "community organizing unambiguously fits most scholars' 

definitions of' social movement', for eKample, Sidney Tarrow's 'collective challenges by people 

with common purposes and solidarity in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and 

authorities'" (p. xxvi). He points out that while social movement theories tend to shed light on 

national and international campaigns, community organizing efforts have made significant 

contributions to social movements' policy wins at broader levels. Further, DeFilippis et al. 

(2010) argue that while community organizing and social movements take different forms, they 

need each other to build long-term struggles for social justice. Community organizing needs a 

broader connection to eKpand and sustain local victories and to connect broader policy change 

work, while social movements need active community bases to sustain their activities 

(Defilippis et al., 2010). 

The inter-connection is important in the context of the increasing importance of social 

movements at the urban scale (ex. Mayer, 2009; Routledge, 2010). The increasing salience of the 

urban at the scale of organizing can be eKplained by various factors such as increasing urban 

inequality and social costs associated with neoliberal restructuring of the welfare reforms 

manifested at the urban or local level through the devolution of state capacities and 

responsibilities to sub-national levels (Nicholls & Beaumon, 2004; Peck, 200 I). This does not 

mean overprivileging the salience of the urban scale for organizing, but it represents the strategic 

importance of the urban region in neoliberal projects as a node of global capital flows (Brenner 

& Theodore, 2002). 

2.3 New organizing and progressive promoters: Toward the right to the city 
Given such a connection between organizing and broader movements, organizing can be 

defined broadly not only at the community level - a conventional definition of organizing- but 
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also at the broader level. In fact, recognizing the limit of local initiatives, the current social 

action 1ype emphasizes regional thinking and movement-building approach beyond the local 

level, called ''progressive promoters" (Defilippis et al., 2006) or "new organizing" (Pastor 2001). 

Besides the importance of going beyond the local, other key elements include: the strategic use 

of governments' power and policy changes to achieve just redistribution; the integration of 

research to situate issues in a broader political economic context and to engage in specific policy 

innovation rather than making abstract demands; and the wider alliance building across race, 

class and in some cases, ideologies (Defilippis et al, 2006; Grengs, 2002; Pastor, 2001). While 

various cases represent these features, the right to the city movement has received growing 

political attention. 

An original idea of the right to the city was popularized by the French philosopher Henri 

Lefebvn: in the 1960s as an explicit critique of capitalist society and a search for social justice 

and radical democracy'' (Lefebvre, 1996[1967]). Marcuse defines it as a unified political slogan: 

The right to the city is a claim and a banner under "'hich to mobilize one side in the 
conflict over who should have the benefit of the city and what kind of city it shm•ld be. It 
is a moral claim. founded on fundamental principles of justice, of ethics, of morality, of 
virtue, of the good (Marcuse, 2009. p. 192). 

The right to the city does not aim to become a legal right enforceable in the current judicial 

system (Mayer, 2009). Rather, the goal of the right to the city is "a [moral] claim ... to something 

wholly different from the existing city, existing society" (Marcuse, 2009, p. 194). 

The strategic importance of the right to the city as an alternative vision for organizing and 

social movement lies in its unitary vision. As the literature suggest, social movements and 

organizing efforts have become more fragmented and divided into many silos (Mayer, 2009). 

However,Marcuse (2010a) suggest� that the right to the city approach does not see dispersed 

organizing efforts for different rights as separate but essentially linked struggles not only in the 

vision fortbe hoped-for future but also in the critical analysis of the present: what forces prevent 

the realization of those rights and who has a common interest in linking different struggles for 

separate rights into a movement for a single right that encompasses them all? In other words, that 

movement is a struggle for the right to the city that will meet all rights in cities such as a right to 

housing, to fair employment, to environment justice, or to democratic decision-making. In 

practice, therefore. the right to the city serves as a .framework of social movements such as the 

Right to the City Alliance in the U.S. or social movements in Mexico City or Brazil. The 
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framework provides "an integrative umbrella for coalition building. a kind of connective tissue" 

(Soja, 2010) to allow community organizers to link dispersed struggles across multiple 

dimensions of urban life and multiple sectors and classes;;; (Liss, 2010). 

As new progressive social action types advocate, it has become crucial to link local 

organizing with broader organizing efforts to effectively influence public policy. Yet, 

recognizing the continuity between community organizing and broader movements is one thing; 

actually making that connection is another. The path to achieving it is not clear. 

2.4 Conditions of successful organizing efforts 
As discussed, a divergence in strategies is not just about ideological differences. Rather, 

political contexts, to large extent, determine and constrain what organizing strategies community 

organizations can take, while the relationship between those two is not one-way (Fisher, 2008). 

This is to suggest organizing strategies alone cannot explain the success or efficacy of organizing 

efforts. The literature suggests three conditions that can influence the choices and successes of 

organizing strategies. 

The first condition is community structure and geographic differences. Greenberg asserts 

that the "proponents of both [social action]and consensus organizing privilege issues of framing 

and tactics over issues of community structure" (2008, p. 252). Instead, he argues that the 

success of strategies does not necessarily hinge on ideological differences, but on whether they 

are matched to certain community contexts and local political cultures. 

The second condition is resource mobilization. Proponents of this theory suggest that 

successful movements tend to have a formalized organizational infrastructure with a clear 

division of work and responsibility (McAdam, Sidney, & Charles, 2001 ). They also tend to 

possess a wide range of resources and capacities including financial resources, expertise, or 

access to different groups (McAdam et al., 2001). Although this school of thought can identify 

the characteristic of successful cases, critics argue that this cannot explain why some movements 

are successful and others are not (Szymanski, 2003). 

The third condition is political process. Proponents of political process theory argue that 

movements tend to succeed when they seize political opportunities such as political instability, 

new access to political system, divided allies and successful issue framing (McAdam et al., 

200 I). Although movements can emerge and achieve certain successes even without political 
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opportunities (Swarts, 200R), it is important to note that the choice of strategies largely hinges on 

constraints and opportunities in a particular political context of organizing (Grengs, 2002). 

Three questions emerge from reviewing the literature on community organizing and 

social movement. As progressive promoters claim, it is important to go beyond the local level. 

This attempt is often pursued through building partnerships/coalitions with other groups beyond 

their immediate local communities. But it is difficult to actually make that connection: 

I.  What challenges and barriers do community organizations face in building and/or 

participating in coalitions and partnerships? 

Despite the difficulties posed by the current political climate, effective organizing efforts are 

making better connections between grassroots organizing and policy change work: 

2. What strategies and practices do community organizations employ to connect local 

organizing with broader policy change efforts and to tum local and individual issues 

into public policy issues? 

Strategies alone cannot explain why such organizing efforts are successful. The literature 

suggests three key conditions. Yet, it pays little attention to conditions of success that consider 

conti�ruity between local organizing and broader movements: 

3. What are conditions that contribute to successful anti-poverty organizing that 

translates local issues into broader public policy issues? 
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3. Methods 
The project's main research method was semi-structured interviews with key informants 

from three groups: community organizations in Toronto, private foundations and social policy 

analysts''. In total, I conducted seventeen key informant interviews between November 2010 and 

March 20 I I : twelve representatives of community organizations, two from private foundations, 

and three policy analysts. All interviewees are currently, or have recently been involved in anti

poverty organizing efforts in Toronto. My primary interest is in community organizations' 

experiences, hence the larger sample size. I included the private foundations and policy analysts 

in the study because they are also crucial components of anti-poverty organizing efforts from 

different angles and expertise. 

First, I identified community organizations by gathering suggestions from my CIP 

committee. I developed the following selection criteria in Table I to narrow down the 

community organizations. 

Table I :  Selection criteria for community organizations 

level of activities but a primary working geographic area is the City of 
Toronto 

Based on these, I selected twelve community organizations (a full list is in Appendix I).  

Selected community organizations vary in terms of organizational scales, organizational status, 

areas of interests and constituencies, and history. The wide range of chosen organizations from 

grassroots to citywide in terms of scalar focus, issues, sources of funding allowed me to 

understand different capacities, challenges and limits unique to those different organizations. Six 

organizations are neighbourhood-based organizations, while six organizations work citywide. 

Findings are not disaggregated by this difference, but they are contextualized and analyzed as a 

whole. 

The second group is private foundations that operate grant programs for those 

organizations promoting social justice oriented programs and policy change work including 

organizing. The foundations not only provide important resources to community organizations, 

but also are key players in shaping and facilitating policy change. Understanding their 

perspectives allowed me to analyze challenges facing community organizations, and gaps, if any, 
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in goals, expectations and strategies for anti-poverty organizing between community 

organizations and foundations. 

The third group is researchers and policy analysts primarily specializing in social policy 

and community development. This group was added in the middle of research. Given the shifting 

nature of organizing, the roles of policy analysts are increasing in collaboration with community 

organizations to analyze issues and help develop alternatives. I came to recognize that their 

insights are essential to explore complexity of policy development. 

General interview schedules for each group are placed in Appendix 2. To supplement 

interviews, I also examined literature and research, media coverage, and institutional documents 

relevant to organizing efforts and campaigns that the interviewees were involved in. 

The research faced a number of important limitations. First, the sample size wa.� limited 

to twelve, although many other different anti-poverty organizing efforts and movements are 

being mobilized by a wide range of groups in Toronto. Second, I do not define the "success" of 

anti-poverty organizing efforts, because it depends on the objectives of each organizing effort. 

Rather, I asked the interviewees whether the efforts were or have been successful. This, however, 

makes it difficult to compare different organizing strategies, because successes for some may not 

be so for others. 
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Findings 

The question of linking grassroots initiatives with broader policy change initiatives has 

become more salient when the current context of anti-poverty organizing is considered. As the 

role and responsibility of governments for social issues have been decreased through the welfare 

restructuring, a representative of a community-based organization has witnessed a shift in the 

nature of anti-poverty organizing as well: 

Prior to the mid-90s. we didn 't have to work on solutions. We just had to demonstrate the 
problem. And om·e the government was aware of the problem, it 's their job to come up 
with solutions. But . . .  [ after the government devolution] we also thought we need to be 
part of solutions because solutions emerging from governments ... lack critical 
perspectives and lack lived experiences (interview!). 

The above quote represents a fundamental challenge to anti-poverty organizing. Only direct

action organizing approach that demonstrates issues to the public and governments might not 

have the same efficacy as it used to. Thus, the nature of organizing has shifted to more policy

oriented organizing approach that emphasizes proposing policy alternatives and policy dialogues 

with governments, although the importance of grassroots organizing and direct-action persists. In 

this finding section, I explore anti-poverty organizing in the context of policy-oriented 

organizing from three angles: the challenges and limits; the strategies and practices for policy 

change; and the conditions of successful organizing. 
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4. Challenges and limits to anti-poverty organizing in Toronto 

In the context of policy-oriented organizing, it has become increasingly important for 

community organizations to propose policy alternatives. Yet, simultaneously, this shift in 

organizing and the changing relationships with governments have posed various challenges and 

constraints to anti-poverty organizing efforts. Clarifying those challenges and limits is crucial, 

because the efficacy of organizing strategies for policy change may hinge on how organizing 

groups mitigate these difficulties. I found that connecting local initiatives with citywide or 

province-wide policy change initiatives entails the multi-layered challenges at different .rca/es 

and geography from the agency-level through the partnership and coalition level to the non

profit community sector level as a whole. 

4.1 Regulatory frameworks constraining on-the-ground capacities 
To fill the service gaps created by the government retrenchment from social service 

provision, community organizations have been emphasized as social service provision over 

political advocacy (Trudeau & Veronis. 2009). To govern community organizations as service 

providers, new fmancial and political regulations have been enacted. As a result, both the 

literature and the interviewees suggest that the downloading of responsibilities with inadequate 

fmancial resources and rigid regulations has decreased the capacities of community 

organizations to respond to local needs and to engage in organizing and political advocacy at the 

grassroots level (Ealcin, 2007; Trudeau & Veronis, 2009). 

One of the key changes in financial regulations is the new funding arrangement, 

summarized as follows: 

This new relationship is reflective of a philosophy that introduced values associated with 
rhe private marketplace - competition, diversification, entrepreneurialism, innovation. 

focus on the bollom line - into the mix with more traditional public sector values of 
accountability, stability, responsiveness to clients and community, and serving the public 
interest (Scott, 2003, p. 8). 

This new funding arrangement, which reflects an entrepreneurial approach to social service 

provision, entails multiple re-regulations of everyday practices of community organizations. 

In particular, the shift from the core-funding model to the project-funding model has led 

more funding to flow into service provision. When community organizations received the stable 

core funding, they could allocate resources to pursue their social justice work, including 

organizing. However, with the lack of the core funding, organizing and political advocacy have 
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become project-based rather than guided by strategic planning so that "(community 

organizations] need to create projects based on what they can get funding for" (interviewlO). 

Further, in the project-funding model whereby funders contract out service delivery work, 

funders tend to control what community organizations do and how they do it, and what is an 

acceptable expenditure (Scott, 2003). This change has strongly impacted smaller or 

neighbourhood-based organizations that also have mandates for social service provision to meet 

people's day-to-day needs. Now, they are involved in organizing and advocacy work with 

virtually no funding: 

That 's a huge one because we all are operating with no funding ... Its next to impossible 
to find community development dollars and advocacy dollars and fight for this broader 
is.we ... Funding .murces are very service-oriented and very individually focused. not 
mobilizing communities and dealing with broader issues (inten•iew5). 

In addition to the decreasing resources for organizing and advocacy, funders demand 

accountability and measurable outcomes to make sure community organizations use public 

money for the purpose of the governments' priorities efficiently (!lean & Basok, 2004). Thus, it 

has become far more difficult for community organizations to devote themselves to unfunded 

activities and the kinds of activities that cannot produce quantifiable results, such as advocacy, 

organizing and policy research (Ilcan & Basok, 2004). Also, a community researcher interviewed 

has found that the impact of the increasing demand for accountability has make each staff of 

community organizations ''busier and busier with accountability thing, reporting to funders, and 

reporting about individual service delivery objectives" (interviewl 5). This increasing 

accountability requirement has reduced flexibility and room for community organizations to 

devote their time and resources to promote community engagement and organizing (interviewl 5). 

A representative of one neighbourhood-ba•ed organization stated "our sector is very distracted 

by surviving" (interview?) and identified a dilemma between maintaining its organizational 

autonomy and proving its efficiency as a service provider to funders. 

Besides the financial constraints, the Canadian Income Tax Act allows registered 

charitable organizations to use only up to 10% of its resources for advocacy, which makes it 

more difficult to engage in political activities (llcan & Basok, 2004). In some cases, due to the 

lack of funding or program deficits, smaller organizations may need to use that 10% of funding 

to meet the core mandate of their organizations for service delivery (interviewl2). This 10% rule. 

however, seems to have more impacts on the day-to-day practice of community organizations 
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than is specified in the Income Tax Act. Some organizations hesitate to engage in political 

activities and go to the media because they tend to be afraid of losing funding or of decreasing 

chances for next funding approvals (interviewS; Scott, 2003). There is a sense that community 

organizations with the charitable status are prohibited to engage in any political activities. 

However, the community researcher has felt as follows: 

I think a lot of agencies could go much further. This is a bit of excuse ... Many of them 
still fee/ they shouldn 'r or are unable to engage in political activities as charitable 
organizations. They are not as clear as {they] need to be about the legal requirements 
(interview/ 5). 

In other words, there is no clear consensus among community organizations as to what political 

activities they can do inside and outside of"IO% legal advocacy" work'. Surely, some 

organizations interviewed do not necessarily fall into a dualistic thinking of either service or 

organizing. They attempt to incorporate capacity-building components into service provision, 

although they are facing a challenge in finding the "right" balance between the two (interview4). 

Overall, at the agency level, one key challenge is that the financial and legal frameworks 

constrain not only what community organizations can do but also what they think they can do. 

Wbile community organizations have become more service delivery arms of governments, they 

have become less flexible to free up their paid staff to engage in political activities. Their 

capacities to organize at the community level have been weakened and constrained by the 

externally imposed regulations. Under this circumstance, grassroots organizing is largely 

promoted by volunteers without adequate resources. 

4.2 "Government as a second language": Barrier to participate in policy debates 
As the nature of organizing has shifted to policy-oriented organizing, community 

organizations have faced a contradictory situation. While policy advocacy is constrained by 

regulatory frameworks, community organizations are nevertheless increasingly required to have 

knowledge and skills in public policy development to advance an anti-poverty agenda. In theory, 

community organizing is both policy innovation and civic engagement (Swarts, 2008). Yet, in 

practice, some community organizations have faced barriers (capacity gaps) to analyze and 

develop policy alternatives. 

Some community organizations involved in anti-poverty initiatives are inexperienced in 

policy development. Such expertise in public policy was not always required in anti-poverty 

organizing when community organizations simply needed to demonstrate issues to get 
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govenunents' attention (interview l 3). Yet. as the necessity to propose concrete policy 

alternatives and navigate policy-makers has increased, capacity gaps among community 

organizations have become clearer. When community organizations participate in policy 

dialogues with policy-makers and politicians, they tend to have difficulty in negotiating detailed 

policy issues with governments beyond abstract policy demands. 

Difficulty in participating in policy dialogues is not necessarily due to the lack of policy 

skills but also due to the complexity of public policy. Over the last few decades, social policy 

reforms accompanied by the welfare restructuring took place at multiple levels of governments. 

Linkage between the complex policy reforms and impacts on the ground is not always clear to or 

not easily made clear by community organizations (Hackworth, 2007). It is hard to understand 

not only which govenunents should be targeted but also how they talk. A representative of a 

neighbourhood-based organization describes its challenge in bringing organized community 

members into a policy discussion with governments due to language barriers: 

The reality is [there are] people who have never done this before, people who have never 
been to univer.•ity, people who haven 't been in Canada for their whole life. There is a 
language. That 's right from agency speak, right up to government speak. It 's not a matter 
of English as a second language, but government as a second langMage. You lose .. .  you 
can talk about issues in a very reo/ way in your community. You get to the City Hall or 
Queen 's Park, are they even talking about the same issue? Because language is very 
difficult (interview], emphasis added). 

The inaccessibility of language used in public policy and by policy-makers is an obstacle 

that cannot be easily overcome by some organizations and community members. Attempts to 

overcome this barrier are blocked by limited resources to devote to research and policy analysis. 

Even if community organizations know what issues community members are facing through 

frontline experiences and actual people's stories, it is difficult to tum those day-to-day struggles 

into legitimate policy claims without knowledge and access to policy expertise (interview3 ). 

4.3 Unequal partnerships among community organizations 
For those organizations facing limited resources and constrained on-the-ground capacities, 

building and participating in partnerships and coalitions is a strategy to overcome each weakness 

and maximize each strength. Further, connecting with other partners and coalitions beyond their 

immediate communities is recognized as a crucial step to scale up their local initiatives. Yet, a 

number of interviewees also express their concern that building partnerships and coalitions is a 

mixed strategy due to power inequalities among participants. 
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Working with different organizations creates internal struggles over power and territory 

among participants due to inequality in resources and different organizational capacities. 

"Partnership" has become a buzz-word among funders of non-profit community organizations 

(Scott, 2003). Due to this funding requirement and competition for scarce resources, the power 

struggle tends to happen between smaller community organizations and bigger community 

organizations. A representative from a neighbourhood-based organization describes the unequal 

relationships and uneven allocation of resources: 

When you have to apply for the grants, [the requirement says} 'you need a parlllership 
and you have to work with these! ' and when you look at how money flows, some big non
profit [organizations} will get money, and they will have to have a partner, but then they 
have these parmers and then none of the partners will get any of the money . . .  So small 

parmers are trying to do stuff. but t hey don't get any funding ... so it's just /ike someone 
has told all the foundations that 'everyone needs a partner because that 's a key thing for 
change! '. But then it leads to exploitation of small non-profit organizations .. .  People ask 
us to do some stuff all the time, and we say no sometimes because it 's just like you 're 
ruking us to do something. we don't have any extra money and we can 't do that. Then 
they get mad at us and tell the founders that the)' are not participating and partnering. 
And it'sjust like .. .  you 're not paying us. Do we have to do that? It totally happens .. .  it 's 
very common (interview/). 

This internal struggle occurs not necessarily because some organizations intend to create 

unequal relationships, but more because criteria and requirements set up by funders ask funding 

applicants to have partnership, whether or not the relationship is formed for the purpose of 

receiving funding (Scott, 2003). Also, the lack of funding, and inherent capacity differences are 

playing out in a different way at the coalition table. Rather than building a coalition: 

They do more empire building . . .  You want to own certain territories because you can say 
'thai 's mine. I did that '. Then it 's easier to go after funding, and it 's easier to rai.<e the 

profile. but that means you don't share power as much. that means you are creating 'tur} 
that makes it difficult for or hers to come in and for you also to look out because you want 
to have your own way of doing things (interview J 3 emphasis added). 

Rather than sharing power, some coalitions create unequal power relationships among 

participants. The competition for scarce resource and pressures to secure funding at the agency 

level is not only constraining choices of organizing strategies but also affecting working 

relationships at the coalition level beyond one agency. This power difference has particular 

impacts on neighbourhood-based organizations when they work at broader levels: 

When you work at certain higher levels and when you only work with different levels of 
go••ernments, sometimes you may forget frontline experience. So, there are sometimes 
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disconnections [between} frontline experience.<. and experiences of bigger agencies and 
cil)wide agencies rhar devore to more macro level [policy issues} (inren-iew4). 

This disconnection experienced by a representative of one neighbourhood-based organization 

signals a key challenge to broader anti-poverty organizing efforts. Different organizations have 

different priorities and issues in their communities. Yet, because coalitions tend to hinge on lead 

agencies that have legal and financial power, and on their expectation and regulations (Chavis, 

2001 ), locally specific issues tend to be sidelined in favor of macro policy issues that larger 

organizations tend to emphasize (interview4 ). 

Some interviewees express that lack of common and shared agendas also contributes to 

unequal power relationships. Building coalitions and partnerships entails different interests and 

different organizational capacities and resources, thus creating a more complex setting to work 

together (Chavis, 200 I ). In this sense, inequality and difference among participants are inevitable. 

Yet, inherent differences among participants in partnerships and coalitions are not always 

acknowledged as a community activist recalls in the experiences of participating in Toronto 

Social Development Network (TSDN), a partnership project among ten non-profit organizations 

and the City of Toronto: 

A whole negotiation of difference and creating common and shared agenda is a critical 
component. [However,} when they formed the nelll'ork. {the hired consultant} never went 
through the process of negotiating our differences and putting . . .  power on the table and 
redistributing . .. The reality we live in is an unequal society . . .  TSDN could never get out of 
that inherent contradiction that some people have lots of resources and [power} 
(inten-iew3). 

As the above quote demonstrates, equal power and a common agenda are not given to the 

coalition but need to be explored through constant negotiation of difference and redistribution of 

power and resources (interview3). In other cases, some organizations are able to negotiate 

different organizing approaches and different priorities of issues if they have developed policy 

skills, well-formed organizing campaigns and strong organizing bases prior to participating in 

coalitions or partnerships (interview to). Yet, some other organizations are not even able and 

willing to negotiate within the coalition due to limited resources and different political capacities 

to bargain within the coalition, leaving its unequal structure untouched (interview tO). Without 

such negotiation and participatory planning process, the coalition work could fall into focusing 

on "getting along," rather than building collective power (Chavis, 2001 ). 
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4.4 A growing tension between policy work and grassroots organizing 
As summarized in the Figure 2, community organizations are facing three key challenges 

in engaging in anti-poverty organizing efforts. The confluence of these three challenges at the 

non-profit community sector level is a difficulty in finding a right balance in emphasis and 

allocation of resources between policy work and grassroots organizing. 

The first challenge is that capacities of community organizations to organize and 

politicize community members at the grassroots level have been regulated and weakened. This 

challenge has become more obvious as the importance and pressure for community organizations 

to develop policy skills have increased as the second challenge. Further, due to inequalities in 

resources, power and access to decision-making bodies and the political imperative that requires 

policy solutions from organizing groups, an emphasis has been increasingly placed on policy 

innovation work and policy dialogues with governments. 

For example, some interviewees suggest that 25in5 Network for Poverty Reduction is a 

major anti-poverty initiative in Ontario that has created a powerful vehicle for community 

organizations to seize the space for policy dialogues with the Provincial government. Their 

approach and strategies strongly emphasizes navigating policy dialogues with policy-makers and 

responding to government reports and public consultation processes. It has been important as 

well as difficult for members of 25in5 to maintain the access to policy-makers and inside 

bureaucracy, while pushing the government as hard as possible (interivew l l ). Nevertheless, 
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some interviewees have felt that little attention has been given to (re)building constrained and 

weakened capacities for grassroots organizing and political action at the community level to push 

anti-poverty policy agendas. Thus, a community-based organizer critically assesses the current 

situation of anti-poverty organizing: 

[Organizing] does become more of u policy fight and the media fight and the electoral 
fight than actually becomes a community fight. When that happen.� when you are at the 
table, it becomes a matrer of conversations between people who happen to be at those 
tables in terms ()[strategies and policy ... and that becomes worrying because there is 110 
ability to realzr strengthen those initiative,, going forward to rea/Z1· push on the ground ...  
It is all about having a smart language. reframing a conversation. trying to get your 
[message] out there, and branding it (interviewlO). 

This observation implies that most anti-poverty organizing efforts are largely happening with 

little support from mobilized communities behind to push policy agenda from the community 

level. In the context of policy-oriented organizing, most community organizations interviewed 

agree with the import1111ce of policy work and policy skill development. Yet a challenge is the 

adequate attention has not been paid to (re)building community bases given the decreasing on

the-ground capacities of community organizations to build organized political pressures from the 

community level. This community-based organizer goes further to say why this is happening: 

I think partly people don't know what to do on the ground. They have lo•·t {capacities and 
expertise] in terms of how to {organize community members at the community level], 
what it means, and what it feels like. I think we 've lost a lot of those kind< of skills in the 
community sector, became it's so state-driven because funding is so state-driven. So, it 
becomes service-oriented (interview/0). 

As discussed earlier in this section, the financial and legal regulations have regulated political 

activities of individual organizations, and have forced them to become service-oriented 

organizations. These regulations have transcended the agency level and have forced organizing 

efforts at the sector level to adopt modest forms of approach and policy-focused strategies. 

Anti-poverty organizing efforts take place in a wide spectrum of strategies and 

approaches as conceptualized in the Figure 3';. Currently, a major organizing approach has 

shifted from direct-action organizing approach to policy-oriented organizing approach on the 

right end of the horizontal axis. In terms of strategies on the vertical axis, on one side of the 

spectrum, policy work emphasizes policy innovation and navigates policy dialogues with 

governments. On the other side, grassroots organizing promotes community engagement. 

capacity-building and popular education at the community level. 
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Surely, the tension of organizing strategies among community org1111izations in Toronto is not 

new as the Metro Network for Social Justice also faced the similar in the early 2000 (Conway, 

2004). However, the increasing focus on one side of the spectrum has caused a further growing 

tension between policy groups and grassroots organizations within the non-profit community 

sector, particularly iguiting mistrust in grassroots organizing strategies and direct-action 

approaches (interviewJO; 15). Thus, another grassroots organizer concerns: 

We have to be careful about . . .  when institutions and funders have so much control over 
our priorities, we need to be .<ure tlrat the [policy group] is taking a leadership from the 
{grassroots group], instead ofjust being co-opted by dominant institutions to depoliticize 
our anti-poverty movements. For me, it's unclear which has been happening (interviewS). 

Some interviewees also raise the lack of a shared agenda for anti-poverty org1111izing in Toronto 

is a challenge that further complicates this tension. Unequal power relationships among 

organizations without a shared agenda pose a challenge: "[some groups] have the ear of relevant 

decision-makers more than others and so if their agendas are different from yours, then 

contradictory messages get to the decision-makers" (interview3). This lack of cohesiveness 

eventually allows governments to choose demands they find modest (interview3 ). In this regard, 

one unintended consequence of the creation of 25in5 is the government can choose to legitimize 

and work with policy groups and their strategies, while sidelining grassroots organizing and mass 

mobilization (interviewS). Therefore, although anti-poverty org1111izing efforts take place in a 

wide spectrum from grassroots organizing to policy work, some interviewees worry a tension 

between the two is undermining the efficacy of each other (interview3; 1 5). 
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4.5 A geography of anti-poverty organizing 
Such a warning indication of little attention to grassroots organizing and political 

education at the community level is the result of the recent municipal election (interview I 0). As 

the map below demonstrates, those who voted for the conservative mayor concentrated in inner

suburban neighbourhoods, most of which fall into City#3 experiencing growing poverty 

concentration with limited services and infrastructures: suburhanization of poverty. 

Figure 4: Tbe breakdown of votes ward by ward (Source: CBC, 201 0) 

Given such suburbanization of poverty and the different political culture (both councilors and 

residents), interviewees feel more anti-poverty initiatives need to happen. Yet, the challenges and 

constraints discussed earlier are compounded by geographical challenges unique to inner-suburbs. 

Several interviewees find a difficulty in engaging residents in local organizing because 

those residents tend to be overworked and under-resourced. Also. those residents live in a large 

scale of the post-war tower communities where it is difficult to get around without a private car. 

These two become barriers to be part of anti-poverty organizing in terms of time and energies: 

lf [residents in inner-suburb.•] engage in the labour force and at the low end of it, they 
are working two or three jobs a day and they are travelling three hours a day. Where are 
they going to be part of[allti-poverty organi=ing]? They can contribute, hut somebody 
has to do a lot of work to create conditions to make it easy for them (interview /5). 

Community-based organizations can contribute to creating conditions such as organizing 

community events. As discussed earlier, however, because community-based organizations have 
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virtually no resources to devote organizing, it is more difficult to arrange "infrastructures" such 

as child care or translation services that are essential to engage more marginalized groups 

including single parents and newcomers (interview5). 

This challenge of"infrastructures" is critical to inner-suburban communities that have 

also experienced racialization of poverty: a high visible minority population (66%), high single

parent families (23%) and recent immigrants ( 1 5%) (Hulchanski, 2010). ln spite of the 

increasing need, with limited resources and capacities, some community organizations find it 

particularly difficult to meet different needs and mitigate these barriers in order to make diverse 

marginalized voices beard. Meanwhile, those neighbourhoods designated as Priority 

Neighbourhoods have benefited from targeted investments to support local organizing 

(interview2). Yet the scope of the PN strategy is not necessarily on poverty reduction but more 

on resident engagement to address localized issues solely at the neighbourhood scale with a 

strong funder intervention (interview?). The PN strategy is not necessarily consolidating anti

poverty initiatives. 

Further, residents and community organizations face challenging physical infrastructures 

that constrain connecting with other organizing groups and initiatives happening beyond their 

neighbourhoods. Those inner-suburban neighbourhoods are underserved by transportation 

services and poorly connected with other areas. A representative of a community organization in 

Scarborough expresses a concern: 

A fact is that a lot of sNiffs happen i11 downtown. For the residents here to go to meetings, 
it is going to rake two buses, and one hour and half to get there. People are constantly 
saying we don't have representations from inner-suburbs. But really lot more work has to 
happen in inner suburbs. And people are excited and motivated to know the players. Then 
they might be willing to make that investment to go to downtown ...  But the idea having the 
centralized downtown and wanting us to mobilize people to go and join it i.< much more 
difficult (interview]) 

This disconnectivity is a key physical and logistical obstacle for citywide organizing efforts to be 

effectively connected with local community bases. This obstacle necessarily requires 

decentralization of decision-making processes and powers. 

There is the urgent need to initiate anti-poverty organizing efforts in inner-suburban 

communities to respond to suburbanization of poverty in parallel with racialization of poverty, 

but social and physical barriers those communities are also hindering anti-poverty initiatives. As 

such, anti-poverty organizing in Toronto is shaped by and shaping a geography of poverty. 
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5. Strategies and practices for policy change 
In the previous section, I showed the diverse challenges and limits of anti-poverty 

organizing at different scales. Translating local initiatives and people's day-to-day issues into 

broader policy change initiatives is not a simple task to connect the two but entails addressing 

multi-layered and geographically contingent challenges. For such multi-layered organizing 

efforts for policy change, a diversity of strategies as a strategy (Miller, 2008) is identified as a 

key to create political pressures at multiple scales simultaneously. Despite the tension discussed 

above, effective organizing efforts tend to build diverse strategies that value both grassroots 

organizing and pol icy innovation work not in isolation but in relation to each other. In order to 

develop a diversity of strategies in the context of scarce resources and constrained on-the-ground 

capacities, building coalitions and partnerships is a necessary political condition. From the 

interviews, I found four key strategies and practices that tum local and individual issues of 

poverty and local initiatives with broader organizing efforts for policy change. 

5.1 Building a wider public support from the "second-band smoke" angle 
"lt "s a problem with the left ...  because they only talk to each other. lfyou only talk to 
each other. you are going to strangle each other out because you are never going to be 
building your base. You are just going to be smaller and smaller (interview/). 

The above comment by a representative from a grassroots organization reaching out to 

diverse community members in lower-income neighbourhoods captures a tendency among 

community organizations to remain within their comfort zone in terms of constituency, partners, 

issues, and strategies. This poses a fundamental challenge: "the poor alone do not constitute a 

majority in any city, state, congressional district, so that any effective organizing requires allies 

who are not poor" (Dreier, 2007, p.223). Therefore, turning local issues into public policy issues 

requires strategic alliances with a wider segment of the political spectrum to build broader public 

supports. 

Such a model for bridging diverse actors beyond the non-profit community sector is 

practiced as multi-stakeholder coalition-building such as Modernizing Income Security for 

Working Age-Adults (MISWAA), a partnership project between St. Christopher House and the 

Toronto City Summit Alliance. A key idea behind this coalition-building is the "second-hand 

smoke" angle of social policy issues. This angle encourages organizing groups to engage broader 

community members and diverse groups who do not experience social issues such as poverty but 
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may be (in)directly affected by them so that they can have some stake in issues not from charity 

but from their own economic interests to support changes in public policies (interview?). In 

MJSW AA, restoring the outdated income security system for working-age adults was the 

common ground as well as the common economic interests among diverse participants beyond 

political ideologies (Leitner, 2008). From a social justice perspective, "modemizing" thc income 

security system for the working-age adults would create a well-functioning social safety net for 

all, contributing to raising their standard of living. From an economic prosperity perspective, it 

would also create a resilient labour force in the face of an aging society (MISW AA, 2006). As 

such, St. Christopher House and its partners came together by underlining economic dimensions 

of the income security issues that are often ftamed merely as social welfare issues. 

The strength of this multi-stakeholder approach is that although mixing different 

ideologies in the coalition could modify progressive demands, it could produce realistic and 

politically sensitive policy alternatives supported by a wider political spectrum (interview?). 

MISW AA represented an ideologically mixed coalition of diverse actors from labour, academic, 

non-profit, think-tanks, those who have lived experiences and "unusual suspects" including 

business leaders such as David Pecaut from the Boston Consulting Group and major bankers. 

This approach to span a wide range of the political spectrum reflects a microcosm of policy 

change work that involves conflicting public interests. Thus, policy alternatives tested through 

the wider public segments become more implementable when governments would hesitate to 

take action that may ignite political reactions from middle and higher income groups or the 

business sector (interview?). This way of building coalitions helps organizing initiatives to 

access the strong position in the political economy ofToronto. 

A challenge, however, is this multi-stakeholder coalition building requires more 

negotiation and conflicts toward agreeable solutions. Shared concerns among diverse actors 

about the issues did not automatically lead the group to shared understanding about solutions to 

the issues (Lettner, 2008). For example, increasing minimum wage, a straightforward policy 

option for progressives, can be a divisive topic because different actors interpret the same data 

and the same evidence differently (for example, increasing the minimum wage is seen as a job 

killer by certain groups). Inherent different cultures, whether ideological or sector-based, 

regarding how to do everyday business, how to conduct research, and what constitutes valid 
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evidences, need to be constantly negotiated through planning processes (interview 17). Solutions, 

therefore, are not given but need to be explored through constant negotiation. 

Lastly, a crucial question remains: how much ofthe political spectrum do anti-poverty 

organizing groups need to span (CuiUlingham, 2010)? Obviously, not everyone is welcomed. 

Multi-stakeholder collaboration among non-profit community groups, the private sectors and the 

public sector in addressing social issues of poverty have been, if not widespread, practiced in 

different cities (Mendell, 2009; Prahalad, 201 0). Unlike some cases that promote market-based 

solutions to address poverty (Prahalad, 2010), a key aspect behind MISW AA may be the apt 

critique of flaws in workfare policies and working conditions at the low-end of the labour market, 

and the emphasis on redistribution through public policy changes and government financial 

commitment Under the primacy of addressing issues of low-income groups from the 

redistributive perspective, MISW AA established the core principles all participants should ally 

with to work together. For example, the group limited government's involvement in the policy 

design process because their approach and proposed solutions were politically compromised 

from the outset without pushing political limits of better policy solutions (interview7). 

Lessons learned: 

Anti-poverty organizing groups should not be ideologically locked but instead should 

embrace complexity and interconnectedness of diverse actors from the "second-hand 

smoke" angle (interview7) 

This angle provide a platform for building a strategic multi-stakeholder coalition for 

turning the issue of the lower-income groups into public issues, although constant 

negotiation and "cross-cultural" planning are required to explore shared understanding of 

how to fix issues 

5.2 Recasting policy debate through bringing lived experiences of poverty 
A policy researcher recalls irreconcilable world views among participants in MISW AA: 

Some people are very suspicious about the poor, saying they became poor because of 
their own faults . . . Then, the other people say the poverty is not individual deficit. poverty 
is a collective responsibility of civil society and governments. So, people rriject [each 
other] 0111 of hand and the)'jllst disagree (illferviewl 7). 

Different understandings of poverty become an obstacle to advance anti-poverty policies because 

this difference eventually informs and justifies different policy solutions. There are different 
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explanations as to why the different understandings of poverty happen particularly among 

policy-makers. Some interviewees suggests that this is largely due to an issue in the policy 

design process where policy-makers are divorced from frontline experiences and people's actual 

experiences of issues (interview7; 10). A community-based organizer around labour issues 

describes her experience in talking with policy-makers: 

When we first started doing a lot of education, many of {policy-makers] did not even 
know what temporary agency was. Many of them had no idea about how employment has 
restructured, and the way in which the restructuring C?f th£' labour market is having an 
impact on people 's lives. So. it is all theondca/for them to know those [issuf!s of poverty 
and how they are manifested in people 's lives] (interview 10, emphasis added). 

Those policy-makers often learn issues of poverty through policy papers or their frontline 

workers at government welfare offices. A theoretical understanding about poverty makes it 

difficult for policy-makers to care about poverty issues for imagining possibilities of policy 

alternatives. Because of this disconnection, the community-based organizer goes further to 

emphasize the importance of making issues real: 

So many times we have all these policy papers and theoretical conversation.• ... You can 
have a debate, but it doesn 't mean anything. Bur when it becomes about 'don 't you think 
this person .•hould get wages?, ' it is not a theoretical conversation any more 
(interviewlO). 

Anti-poverty organizing, therefore, necessarily involves challenging and recasting policy-makers' 

understanding about poverty and the kind of policy debates to open up opportunities for policy 

change. 

How can organizing groups make issues real and public to convince governments, policy

makers and the public to change in their thinking? Several interviewees emphasize the 

importance of community members speaking about issues that matter to them to policy-makers. 

While a wide range of forms and tactics are required such as documenting actual experiences or 

storytelling by YouTube videos or building media supports (interviewiO), effective strategies 

tend to create a space where those who are convincing (people with lived experiences) and those 

who need to be convinced (ex. policy-makers) can be present together in face-to-face interaction. 

For example, 25in5 Network for Poverty Reduction bring those who have lived experiences in 

poverty to policy dialogues with governments and enable them to articulate issues that matter to 

them (interview I I ). This is a tactics not only to create a sympatric understanding among policy-
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makers to care about the issues but also to expose policy gaps between policy goals and how 

people experience policy (interview I I ). 

Certainly, policy-makers are not always willing to listen to voices of those affected by 

poverty and to make changes in their thinking. A gra•sroots organizer adds: 

No o11e gives up power by choice. I still think messaging is important and ability in 
communicating or writing {a letter to politicians] is important. hut it 's about building up 
grassmots pre.�sures that make it too costly for people in powe1· not to make change 
beca<1se they are going to lose {political} representation (interviewS). 

In this case, a confrontational approach that involves direct action is effective, although this 

should not be directed by professionals but by community members themselves (interview !O). 

This strategy, however, requires turning individual people's experiences and stories into 

communicative forms to convey collective concerns. As the previous section indicates, different 

"languages" between governments and those people with lived experience in poverty emerge as 

a barrier to convey underlying structural policy issues beneath people's immediate experiences 

(interview7). Those people have powerful experiences to challenge policy-makers' perceptions, 

but may not have a sensitive language to express them. Constant capacity building and 

translation is required to find people's own voices and enable them to articulate issues that 

matter to them; otherwise, it could reinforce stigma and public discourse about welfare 

dependency (interview?). Also, depending on issues, real experiences may need to be backed up 

by fact and research to enhance the credibility of the qualitative data (interview3). 

Lessons ltflrned: 

It is essential to make issues real and public to cultivate a fertile ground for policy change 

by exposing real gaps between abstract policy and people's actual experiences 

The role of professionals is to help make the voices of community members avoilable and 

communicative 

5.3 People's everyday struggles as a starting point for concrete policy claims 
Changing policy-makers' perceptions alone may not bring about policy change in the 

current context of policy-oriented organizing. It requires proposing specific policy alternatives. 

Demanding giant-leap solutions such as ''welfare reform" could ignite unintended economic 

ramifications or political reactions (interview7). A question becomes, from what concrete policy 

issues should organizing groups start given complex issues of poverty? Further, from an 
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organizing perspective, organizing groups at broader levels. particularly those who specialize in 

policy analysis, can have an abstract discussion on macro-level policy issues. Yet it is difficult 

for community-based organizations to connect people's issues with abstract policy change 

campaigns, given the decreasing on-the-ground capacities (interview4; 15). In oddition, living in 

poverty makes it difficult for low-income people to engage in anti-poverty work: 

Their capacities to sort of engage in political activities are severely limited by thefact 
they are working all the time . .  .just to make ends meet. So it is very• hard for people to 
come out to meeting etc . . .  but until they haw direct impact on immediate livelihood, they 
don't have time and luxury to be involved (interview3). 

In light of these three points, effective organizing efforts for policy change tend to start 

by organizing around immediate and tangible concerns in people's everyday lives (interviewS; 

1 5). For example, ACORN's citywide Landlord Licensing campaign began by connecting 

people's complaints about cockroaches in their apartments from different neighbourhoods across 

the city. The organizer explains how to turn cockroaches into a policy issue: 

We sta1·ted doing a lot of research and realized, you know what, actually in municipal 
code, there is actually a law that says that landlo1·d i.m 't allowed to have [cockroaches] 
in their building. Your joh as a tenant is to pay the rent. Y011r landlord's job is to actually 
keep the building at the certain level of standard. The problem is the enforcement 
problem. The problem is nobody knows their rights . . . We put together [three chapters] 
and made it citywide drive, not just changing one building at a time. So, it is a very good 
way to get people from knowing immediate stuff to fix, to looking at policy (interview 1). 

This case is a good example that an everyday issue of cockroaches facing tenants was 

successfully rt!.framed into enforcement issues in the existing policy. Linking one 

neighbourhood's issue with other neighbourhoods was also a strategic choice to scale up a local 

issue into a systemic issue of the landlord licensing at the citywide level, exposing a weak point 

of the existing system. In the end, this ACORN's campaign led the City to launch the Multi

residential apartment building audit and enforcement program (Lajoie, 2009). This way of 

developing organizing efforts gives good motivations for people to engage in addressing their 

immediate needs, while narrowing down to specific winnable policy issues. 

In addition, people's everyday experience is a scale where policy impacts are manifested. 

For example, instead of asking for fundamental welfare reform, MISW AA posed a bread-and

butter question: "How can we get more money in people's pockets"? (interview7). This 

seemingly basic question gets at the heart of contradictions in social welfare policies: "To be 
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eligible for welfare, the unemployed must dispose of their liquid assets until they have no more 

than a few hundred dollars worth," which makes it harder for those people to come back to the 

worlcforce (MISWAA, 2006, p. I I). MISWAA instead explored more specific income security 

policies that would make incremental changes such as Worldng Income Tax Credit that would 

have lasting positive impacts on people's lives (interview7). 

Possibilities for influencing policies thus lie in finding contradictions in public policies 

that present weak points of the system and possibilities for change. Although such a narrow 

focus may be seen as too modest demands, those organizations focus on concrete policies, not as 

an end goal, but as a method to build momentum and organize people toward bigger issues. 

Lesso1ts Leamed: 
Effective policy demands start from immediate concerns in people's everyday life that 

give a point of engagement and a strategic choice of specific policy issues 

Linking people's everyday issues with public policy issues exposes a weak point of the 

existing system to open up possibilities for policy change 

5.4 Neaotlating shared agendas, acknowledging differences 
Only focusing on particular issues may not provide the citywide and regional connective 

tissue for organizing groups to support and unite different issues from different commWlities. 

Being strategic rather than muddling through requires a shared agenda to contextualize concrete 

issues in long-term goals. The practice of the Good Jobs for All Coalition offers an insight on 

generating shared agendas that reflect local differences across the city. The coalition formed 

IUlder a common ground of searching for "a good job."' Yet, while the common groiUld could 

connect diverse people, it was still abstract for some people to relate to their local realities as 

collective because "a good job" depends on individuals, their cultural backgrounds, and 

neighbourhoods. 

To overcome this challenge, the group did an exercise, called "deconstruction of the 

notion of a good job" (interview9). The coalition went into different communities across the city 

to discuss those community members' concerns aroiUld a good job. In addition to community

based workshops across the city, they held a one-day citywide summit where more than one 

thousand panicipants attended to have collective conversations on their dispersed experiences 

and engaged in debates around "What is a good job?" and "What policies are needed to ensure 

there are good jobs fe>r all for both today and the next generation?" (Good Jobs for All, n.d.). 
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While these questions sound very simple, these questions reflected the key underlying issues the 

coalition has advocated in the context of Ontario's economic recovery around 2007 and 2008 

leaving some groups of people behind: precarious jobs have increasingly grown, while stable 

manufacturing jobs have been lost in Toronto region. One of the key outcomes of this exercise 

was a declaration of"Good Jobs for All". This has served as a shared agenda, which created 

three working groups based on key themes identified. This exercise to clarify "a good job" was 

an important milestone for this coalition to translate diverse local realities into common shared 

policy demands. 

Framing political demands toward a shared agenda gives participants a common point of 

reference and collective consciousness about shared demands (Grengs, 2002). Yet, this does not 

mean that participants have to work on the same issue regardless of his or her own particular 

issues. Differences among participants cannot be erased but should be acknowledged 

(interview3). The experiences of Alternative Planning Group and 25in5 Network for Poverty 

Reduction are useful in navigating this dilemma between a shared agenda and inherent 

differences among groups. Both groups built a coalition or partnership to have core message(s) 

to work collectively while simultaneously allowing each group to work differently under the 

shared agenda (interview3; I I ). 

For example, while 25in5 came up with a set of rules, it pushes a cohesive demand of the 

Ontario's poverty reduction strategy, while allowing many different groups to organize their own 

issues by connecting with different groups who have the similar issues across the Ontario but 

would not usually collaborate. Similarly, APG clarified common issues to the groups and 

collective solutions to them, while identifying different issues and ways to maximize different 

strengths each group brought into the partnership (interview3). Even if different groups had their 

own issue, all group members supported each member group and, if necessarily, provided 

expertise and resources they had, because they found indirect impacts from those different issues 

and benefits from working together. This approach to coalition and partnership building is 

particularly important given limited resources and capacities. 

One interviewee emphasizes "a whole negotiation of difference and creating common 

and shared agenda is a critical component" of building partnerships and coalitions (interview3). 

A challenge, however, is whether coalitions and partnerships can also acknowledge cultural and 

political differences of organizing strategies among community organizations. As discussed in 
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the previous section on the challenge, different organizations have different orientations of 

different strategies (ex. particularly a tension between grassroots strategies and policy-focused 

strategies). As the literature and some interviewees make clear, if there is little understanding and 

trust among panicipants about diverse ways of organizing strategies, it is difficult to make gains 

as a collective despite the shared agenda. In addition to negotiating the shared agenda, 

acknowledging political and cultural differences of organizing strategies and building trusts 

among panicipants is necessary (interview3), given the imponance of a diversity of strategies. 

Le•sons learned: 

The process of(re)framing issues and policy demands is an opportunity to bridge gaps 

among different communities to produce a shared agenda 

Shared agendas and cohesive messages can be delivered well if coalition building is 

based on "being in-common" that acknowledges difference and a diversity of strategies, 

mther "being in-sameness" (Gibscn-Graham, 2006) 
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6. Conditions of successful organizing efforts 
Effective organizing initiatives generally create or fmd key enabling conditions that have 

contributed to effective organizing in Toronto. Four conditions emerged from my research as key 

to connecting local initiatives and people's day-to-day issues with public policy change 

initiatives at citywide and province-wide scales, although two other conditions unique to some 

cases should be mentioned briefly. First, to decrease dependency on public funding attached with 

regulations, some organizations diversify funding sources from membership fees and private 

foundations. This allows organizations to pursue various strategies including politically 

contentious ones. Second, strong internal organizational infrastructures of coalitions and 

partnerships, particularly leadership, are an important foundation for conscious planning to 

connect strategies with key conditions. 

6.1 Building a strong community base and organizing Infrastructure 
This research started with one assumption that local organizing is essential but 

insufficient for policy change, thus requiring scaling-up of local initiatives to broader organizing 

efforts (DeFilippis et al., 2008). The literature also tends to shed more light on how broader 

networks of organizations function in policy change work (Swarts, 2008). Yet, echoing other 

research (Orr, 2007), I also found that community organizations that have been effectively 

influencing public policy create constant opportunities for capacity building, leadership 

development, and popular education for community members at the grassroots level. For 

example, the Good Jobs for All coalition's citywide exercises for producing a shared agenda was 

possible because of strong relationships the group has developed with their member 

organizations and organized communities across the city. As such, a representative of a 

community-based organization suggests: 

If you haven "t been working with residents all the way along. and you haven 't invested in 
this kind �f organizing and this community. it doesn "t happen . . .  I think you need to talk 
wirh residents all the time not just when you need their help ... Anyone who is willing to 
make that investment in community usually achieves success (interview]). 

Mobilizing community members at the grassroots level is a pre-condition to expand organizing 

efforts horizontally and integrate different struggles venically at the city and provincial scale. 

Local organizing is crucial to link people's everyday issues with public policy issues 

through leadership development or capacity building. Unlike one-off workshops, constant 

commitments are important to create people's learning cycle to connect experiences between 
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learning from workshops, and actual involvement and action (interview !). Further, as discussed 

earlier, "languages" become a key barrier in translating people's day-to-day concerns into policy 

issues. Overcoming a language barrier requires constant capacity building and translation. For 

example, although MISWAA and ACORN's landlord licensing campaign discussed in the 

previous section seem professional-driven processes, they also went through the extensive 

community engagement and capacity building processes. This is also true for other cases I could 

not discuss in details such as the efforts by East Scarborough Storefront or the Stop Community 

Food Centre. Constant capacity building at the community level is crucial to enable those 

affected by poverty to articulate issues that matter to them and to be part of policy change efforts. 

Some organizations that also provide social services have integrated these learning 

opportunities into day-to-day service provision. Yet this integration has to be built on mutual 

telationship and grounded in organizing strategies rnther than a service provider-client 

relationship, because ''if you treat people as a client, they respond as a client" (interview!O, 

emphasis added). This shift in the day-to-day practice of community organizations to building 

partnerships with community members is critical because community organizations are 

becoming more service-oriented. No magic formula exists for changing this relationship from 

individualistic interests to collective concerns, but this work requires collaborntive planning 

efforts between professionals and community members (interview?; 10). 

The practice of the Workers' Action Centre (WAC) offers a good example of creating 

learning opportunities among (community) members. Workers at WAC receive a number of 

phone calls from members and individuals for advice on immediate concerns about problems at 

work. The workers not just give them professional advice but also encourage them to come out 

to information sessions and educational workshops. In these events, WAC creates spaces where 

people can share their own individual concerns and find connections with the similar issues 

facing other members and individuals. Since people tend to get wrapped up in individual issues, 

workers at WAC help co!Ulccting those individual stories with broader policy issues or other 

people's stories from phone calls. By questioning why these issues are happening and what 

changes need to be made, WAC invites those people to be part of long-term struggles for policy 

change. In this regard, the role of professionals is also critical to cteate learning opportunities for 

collective conversations over dispersed individual experiences to find common causes of those 
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struggles. Such a practice would be a basis for connecting clearly between people's day-to-day 

issues with policy issues and building collaboration for policy change work (interview2). 

Also, building community capacity and resident leadership is important given a long-term 

process of policy change work. It is interesting to learn from some interviewees that even if 

organizations could not influence policies, building a strong community base is a key condition 

for sustainability of political action and anti-poverty organizing (intervicw2; 4). Although 

sustainability of organizing and movements is sometimes discussed in terms of financial 

resources, the emphasis on building strong community bases is another key to sustainability 

given limited tesources and political flexibility (interview9). 

Therefore, investing in community capacities and grassroots organizing is insufficient by 

itself but an essential foundation for broader anti-poverty organizing to be sustained by those 

community members. Without a clear linkage between people's everyday issues with public 

policy issues and community capacities, it is difficult for local communities to find linkages to be 

part ofbroader organizing efforts. Conversely, without mobilized community bases, it is hard for 

broader organizing efforts not only to sustain movements but also to build public pressuteS from 

the community level to advance policy change agendas. 

6.2 The strategic use of research in organizing 
In the context of policy-oriented organizing that tequircs proposing specific policy 

recommendations, research plays a key role in strategies and prnctices. Like MISWAA and 

ACORN's Landlord Licensing campaign, research is instrumental to provide a big picture to 

scale up people's day-to-day issues to appropriate public policy issues (interviewl6). 

Contextualizing local and individual issues in a broader policy context can help organizing 

groups in identifying some key causes of the issues and formulate specific policy alternatives 

that have systemic impacts (interview 16; 17). 

Research is also a powerful tool to translate local issues and people's day-to-day issues 

into credible policy claims. The TIC 54A bus campaign in Scarborough is a good example. The 

residents in Kingston-Galloway had to rely on the 54 A bus service which people were frustrated 

with due to the delayed and inconsistent services. In order to turn dispersed individual 

experiences of the service into a collective and credible claim, the residents came up with a 

creative research work: they went out at the bus stop to record how delayed the bus carne 

(interview2). They put these data into a spreadsheet that exposed the service gap between what 
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TIC promised and what actual services were (interview2). Their campaign also collected real 

stories from the residents who experienced the inadequate services on a day-to-day basis. The 

combination of the real experiences with objective data became a powerful advocacy tool. 

For organizing and advocacy purposes, therefore, "abstract 'policy analysis' is not what 

is most missing" (Marcuse, 2004, p. 5). Most needed is research grounded in communities, 

grassroots organizing, or people's voices that capture everyday manifestations of broader social 

changes and policy issues and that help bring those voices into the political arena (interviewl 6; 

Marcuse, 2004). A community activist who works on issues of the racialization of poverty 

expresses the frustration: 

One of the biggest obstacles that you face as an etlmo-racia/ group trying to do a11ything 
is ju.�t to be taken serious(!'. Nobody gives you any legitimacy. Because 1\� have limited 
resources. we cannot afford to do the kind of ... research. or . . .  data production .. .  that the 
mainstream society considers important and legitimate (interview3). 

Although frontline workers know issues from their own experiences. those experiences of 

marginalization arc not often considered as public issues, but rather as special interests 

(interview3). The legitimacy of political claim could not have been earned without research done 

by credible bodies such as Ornstein (2001)'s statistical study on ethno-racial inequality in 

Toronto. In this case, the research functions not just as normative persuasion but also as building 

a valid claim and new public conceptions. Although these research and the creation of the Colour 

of Poverty have contributed to raising awareness of racialization of poverty, another challenge is 

that those people of colour who live in poverty do not necessarily see themselves as racialized 

groups but as the poor in general (interview3). Lack of the connection between poverty and race 

in community members has been hard to address because the ethno-racial community groups 

such as the Colour of Poverty have limited capacities and resources to go to communities to 

organize and outreach to those groups (intcrview3 ). Thus, exchanging such resources and 

expertise between grassroots groups, and policy research groups is crucial to scale up 

underrepresented issues and to help link those research results with people's day-to-day struggles 

at the community level. 

The role of research, however, is limited in organizing efforts. It depends on organizing 

efforts whether the research can be part of progressive actions. Further, the research can play a 

significant role in exposing bad policies and proposing better policy options (Marcuse. 2004). 
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Unless it is carried forward by organizing efforts into the political arena (politicization). the 

research itself cannot produce a meaningful policy outcome (interview 16). 

6.3 Access to the poHtlcal arena: Finding allies and pressure points 
Access to the political system is another condition that fosters efficacy of organizing and 

practices for policy change. 25in5, for example, made a strategic choice to start its campaign 

around child poverty reduction. Child poverty had already received political attention, which 

became a pressure point for 25in5 to start building momentum to act on poverty issues at the 

provincial level (interview I I ). From this point, 25in5 has opened up access to the political 

system and has achieved policy wins such as Ontario· s Poverty Reduction strategy. 

Access does not have to be directly linked to the bureaucratic system, but can be local 

councilors and MPPs who can bring community issues into political arenas (interview2). The 

success of the TIC 54 A bus campaign in Scarborough was also attributed to a good relationship 

with the local councilor and other councilors who specialize in transportation L�sues. If there is 

no constant relationship, access can be cultivated strategically. In supporting the rooming house 

bylaw campaign in Scarborough, Scarborough Anti-poverty Coalition (SAPC) conducted a 

political profiling of which councilors could support the campaign and provide practical advice 

on possible solutions they were developing (interview7). Through lobbying the councilors, the 

coalition could propose politically implementable solutions for the rooming house issue. 

While access to the political arena is no doubt a crucial condition, it has a double-edged 

aspect that limits what political advocacy and organizing can demand. For example, the local 

councilor who supported TTC 54 A bus campaign opposes most social justice related public 

policies such as the Transit City plan. Also, SAPC's experience in connecting with local 

councilors in Scarborough had its limit as councilors could not publicly support the rooming 

house campaign because they feared upsetting middle-class homeowners. 

6.4 Planning success between what is right and what is effective 
It is important to clarify what organizing efforts try to achieve - goals and outcomes. 

Community organizations interviewed feel a tension among themselves around what are possible 

changes and outcomes, a definition of success, and means and strategies to achieve such 

outcomes. Yet, one interviewee points out: 

I find that organizations that are clear about what it is that they are trying to get to and 
seP the route to get in from point A to point B is not always just like a big-jump. but It ·s 
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about creating conditions step-by-step toward getting there. Those organization.< that 
understand that strategy tend to be more .wccessful (interviewl3). 

The "one giant leap" approach seems less effective in the current context of policy-oriented 

organizing. Avoiding impossible-to-achieve objectives, organizing for policy change is required 

to break down long-term goals to small steps and outcomes, and plan actions toward long-term 

goals (interview!O). Narrowing down a long-term goal to concrete policy issues is a key to 

success. Accordingly, it is crucial for organizing groups to clarify which particular issue(s) 

should be prioritized at a particular time and which cannot (interviewl4). 

Given a long-term process of policy change work, success may not be always defined as 

whether organizing groups can change public policies or not. Success could include increasing 

community capacities in political advocacy and leadership, greater participation of community 

membefli in planning and acticm, learning from failures, and the increasing sustainability of 

organizing efforts (interview4; 10). This definition of success may be pragmatic but small wins 

are not end goals, but merely crucial steps to build collective capacities and political momentum 

toward long-term goals. 

The nature of the long-term process of policy change work, however, may not necessarily 

keep pace with actual governments' policy-making process. It takes time to organize various 

community members and organizations, and coordinate different strategies, while external 

political conditions constantly change and sometimes at a rapid pace. An ideal to plan a long

term process of actions may conflict with a necessity to act in response to a particular political 

context. Depending on certain political pressures and particular contexts, adhering to a right way 

may not be an effective way to achieve expected outcomes. Further, as discussed in many 

sections, different cultures and politics of organizing strategies slows down a decision-making 

process and internal organizing. Therefore, it is important to start planning by clarifying goals 

and outcomes first. This way can open up various possibilities for choices of means and 

strategies on the basis of what is effective to achieve intended outcomes within a given political 

context (interview l4). However, merely responding to external political pressures could lead 

organizing groups to be co-opted by government priorities. Thus, organizing groups need to keep 

situating those priority issues and actions in a long-term vision. It is important, therefore, to be 

able to hold a tension between what is right to do to achieve intended outcomes and what is 

effective in the given political context (interview 14). 
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7. Lessons from community practice 
Through examining the challenges and opportunities of anti-poverty efforts in Toronto, 

seven lessons are drawn here and meant to inform future practices of citywide organizing efforts 

such as the Toronto Working Group on Poverty and of funding agencies and policy-makers. 

Lt'SSOI'I l 

Citywide orgAnizing groups should build a diversity of strategies that combine both grassroots 
organizing and policy work not in isolation but in nlation to each other. 

In the shifting context of anti-poverty organizing toward policy-oriented organizing, a 

challenge is that the increasing importance of policy innovation skills at the broader level is 

happening in the same context of decreasing on-the-ground capacities to push policy agendas 

from the community level. A consequence is a growing tension between policy groups and 

grassroots organizations within the non-profit community sector. 

Despite the divisive organizing context, effective organizing efforts tend to build a 

diversity of strategies that value both grassroots organizing work and policy innovation work in 

relation to each other. There is little doubt about the importance of policy work in the current 

anti-poverty organizing context and of policy solution as a way to make a systemic change. Yet, 

grassroots organizing is crucial to build public pressures at multiple scales simultaneously to 

reinforce such organizing efforts for policy change at the citywide level. Progressive policy 

alternatives need organized pushes from communities to seize political opportunities and create 

pressure for change, while mobilized communities need robust research and concrete policy 

solutions to effectively influence public policy. Such an integrated organizing approach is a key, 

but working together with others who think, plan and act differently also relies on social learning 

and mutuol capacity building process among participants in organizing groups. 

!df,�!ffJ('i 2 
Citywide organizing groups should support grassroots organizing groups to (re)build a strong 
community base 1111d polltictll capocities of community members. 

Although both strategies are important, the commitment to revitalize constrained on-the-

ground capacities has received little attention as the emphasis on policy-focused work has 

increased. More attention needs to be placed on rebuilding such community capacities and 

supporting grassroots organizing. Grassroots organizing happens at a scale where those people's 

voices and concerns, which do not automatically lead to organized collective action for policy 
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change, can be found and mobilized. As this research suggests. developing strong community 

bases is the most essential condition of effective organizing that can link local initiatives and 

people's everyday struggles with policy change initiatives at broader scales. 

With limited resources, various local organizing efforts are already happening across the 

city. In order to a void reinventing the wheel by creating new local initiatives, citywide 

organizing groups in partnership with progressive foundations should create an inventory of 

existing local organizing efforts across the city. This inventory will be a useful tool for citywide 

groups to strategically coordinate dispersed struggles across the city. For community-based 

organizations, this inventory also helps them situate their local initiatives in a citywide context 

and seek strategically for partnerships, and resource and knowledge sharing. It also assists in 

building on incremental but crucial organizing successes from elsewhere in Toronto because 

policy demands need to be concrete but may be difficult to situate small wins in a long-term goal 

without coordination. This strategic planning to connect with increasing pressure points in 

governments and enhanced political capacities of community members from ongoing organizing 

efforts is crucial to keep political momentum and broaden opportunities toward long-term goals. 

Given an uneven geography of anti-poverty organizing in Toronto, the focus of resource 

allocation, knowledge sharing and support for creating a political condition of organizing should 

be given to those groups and organizations in inner-suburban neighbourhoods. As discussed 

earlier, attention to geographical challenges raises a logistical barrier facing inner-suburban 

groups such as citywide connectivity through the public transportation. For the citywide 

organizing efforts, decision-making power and its processes need to be decentralized, for 

example, by breaking the coalition into four geographical groups (the Central,  Scarborough, 

Etobicoke, 1111d North York) just as the Toronto Working Group on Poverty is practicing. Besides, 

it is important to clarify the role, responsibility, way of resource allocation and relationships 

between local area groups and the central group. 

In supporting grassroots initiatives, individual community-based organizations need to 

start rethinking service-oriented everyday practice if they hope to build organizing capacities and 

to encourage community members to be part of political action. For example, individual 

community organizations should clarify what legally possible political activities are and what 

can be done outside of the 10% rule. By doing this, as some community organizations 

interviewed have practiced, it makes it easier for community organizations to find what can be 
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integrated into service provision. Also. individual community organizations could free up some 

staff for organizing and political advocacy. 

Further, given the importance of policy innovation work, community-based organizations 

are al�o attempting to develop policy skills to help community members link their day-to-day 

issues with policy issues. Yet as this research suggests, this work is no easy task under the 

limited resources and growing responsibilities for service provision. The policy-focused groups 

that have some stability, access, resources and networks could contribute to creating conditions 

to assist those grassroots groups and marginalized groups. Just as grassroots groups need to scale 

up local initiatives to influence public policy, policy groups also need to bring their analysis and 

research to those communities to help their organizing efforts at the grassroots level. Relational 

coordination at different scales has to be established. 

LESSON3 
Particip���tts in citywide organizing efforts should acknowledge "differences" among 
themselvts such as unequal financial and human resoMrces, political power, culture of 
organrii11g, priorities of particular issues, 011d representation of ethno-racial groups 

Due to the constrained capacities and limited resources of community organizations, 

building coalitions 1111d partnerships is a necessary political condition. This would also help 

connect with broader anti-poverty campaigns beyond immediate community bases. Yet, 

differences among participants are inevitable and need to be acknowledged and retained. The 

failure to negotiate such differences through participatory planning process, according to 

interviewees, often leads coalitions and partnerships to be built on unequal relationships, and 

eventually to fall apart. 

Although attention tends to be placed on socioeconomic differences, cultural differences 

in terms of issues to be addressed and representation of ethno-racial groups within organizing 

efforts poses logistical and strategic challenges. Not only do special barriers for those 

marginalized groups to be part of organizing efforts need to be mitigated by preparing 

"infrastructures" such as translation services or childcare but also the racialization of poverty 

needs to be recognized as a critical issue that compound and is compounded by socioeconomic 

issues of poverty. A lack of direct commitment to addressing racialization of poverty may cloud 

issues experienced by racialized groups. Treating all groups and issues equally may result in 

inequitable treatments of some of them (Goonewardena, Rankin, & Weinstock, 2004). 
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Participatory planning process needs to be built on an equity framework that justifies treating 

some groups and issues differently. 

�K�!iQIY.._4. 
Citywide orgtmi:Jng groups should span a political spectrum to build a wider alliance and 
public support beyond the non-profit community sector 

Negotiating a shared agenda is a critical component of coalition and partnership building. 

As the case of MISS W A suggests, coalition building with diverse groups from different sectors 

who may support issues of low-income groups such as poverty is crucial toward building a wider 

support for policy change. Yet, for such a wider coalition to happen, a framework that can 

connect the needs of the low-income groups with the needs of other groups may be required to 

eKpand the notion of solidarity beyond poverty. Further, some interviewees and a community

university research alliance project, the Anti-Poverty Community Organizing and Learning 

(APCOL) project, have found that "poverty" may not he the right framing given the fact those 

who live in poverty do not often see themselves as the poor. 

The right to the city can be adopted by citywide organizing groups as a framework and a 

shared agenda to unite different struggles for different rights. Nevertheless, this does not 

necessarily mean that all groups can get together automatically as is the same as the Lesson I .  

The groups need to identify how to build trust with and learning opportunities from each other to 

come to embrace different cultures in strategies and politics. Through such mutual learning and 

struggles, the groups would build and foster a collective identity. 

LESSON 5 
Citywide Ol'gani:Jng groups should break down a long-term vision to concrete policy iss11es 
grounded in people's �ryday concerns 

Proposing concrete policy alternatives and engage in policy dialogues is necessary rather 

than asking impossible-to-achieve demands. It is suggested to work backwards from a long-term 

vision such as eradicating poverty, and break it down to small strategic action plans and concrete 

policy issues. Effective concrete policy demands start from immediate concerns in people's 

everyday life that give a point of engagement and a strategic choice of specific policy issues. 

Linking people's everyday issues with public policy issues helps expose a weak point of the 

eKisting system to open up possibilities for policy change. Here, the research and analytical skills 
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of researchers and planners are important to mediate larger policy issues and people's day-to-day 

concerns through community-based research. 

Because of multi-dimensional issues of poverty, however, different participants in 

organizing efforts have different expectations and priorities. Thus, it is important to clarify 

among participants and community members what specific policy issues should be prioritized at 

a particular time over other issues so that people do not feel excluded from the process and 

action. 

�§..�,f.(!t<_� 
Funding agencies should create more opportunities for core funding to enhance flexibility 
and s11stainability to community Ol'ganizalions ' commitment to social justice work 

A shift to policy-oriented organizing also means the increasing salience of "participation" 

of commlUlity organizations in public policy development. This is an essential democratic 

practice. However, such participation is hindered by barriers enacted through government 

regulations. Particularly, the project-based model of the funding scheme has made social justice 

work project-based and adherent to outcome measures and accountability requirements, which 

often conflict with long-term processes of organizing and policy change work. Core funding is 

key to allow commwtity organizations to engage in organizing efforts, and to develop necessary 

policy skills in a strategic and sustainable fashion. 

LESSON i 
Policy-m1kers and politicians need to 11cknowledge the complexity of public policy and 
"l11nguagt" differences that create a further disconnection between policy design and people's 
everyday uperience 

Another key is a further disconnection between public policy design and community 

(organizations and members), which is exacerbated by "government as a second language." This 

barrier limits community participation in public policy making processes even through 

organizing efforts. Whereas policy-makers and politicians are well-familiar with the language of 

policy debates, community members need to develop such skills to catch up. Yet, the right to 

participate in and influence public policy making is a key component of a democratic society. 

Policy-makers and politicians have a responsibility to remove the compleKity of public policy 

and to support participation of community members by creating mechanisms such as citizen's 

guide to the language of public policy. 
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8. Conclusion 
In WKlertaking this project, I expected to propose ways of better coordinating and 

communicating with different local organizing groups and building strong organizational 

structure for citywide organizing. But through conversations with the practitioners who have 

been involved in anti-poverty organizing efforts in Toronto, the triple challenges of( ! )  

constrained capacities for organizing and political education at the community level, (2) the 

complexity of public policy development and language. and (3) unequal power relationships 

among community organizations, are raised as key barriers for scale-up of local issues. Therefore, 

a difficulty in translating local initiatives and people's day-to-day concerns into public policy 

change initiatives lie not necessarily in procedural barriers and strategies but rather in weakened 

community infrastructure.< for organizing. 

The shift to policy-oriented organizing has signaled the increasing importance of policy 

innovation skills by community organizations to participate in policy dialogues with 

government<. However, developing policy skills is a difficult task. When community 

organizations manage to increase capacities and engage in policy dialogues, this is often 

achieved at the expense ofthe other spectrum of organizing: little focus on (re)building on-the 

groWKl capacities weakened by government regulations. While such an emphasis on policy work 

corresponds to the current tide of progressive organizing, there is little direct commitment to 

grassroots organizing to strengtben policy change initiatives at broader scales in Toronto. 

As such, there is a growing tension over organizing strategies between grassroots 

organizing groups and policy-focused groups. As the literature suggest. the political economy 

context has forced community organizations in Toronto to adopt more policy-focused strategies 

and approaches. Nevertheless, an emerging concern is that this political imperative seems 

normalizing and institutionalizing this type of organizing efforts, while sidelining grassroots 

organizing, popular education at the community level, and direct-action approach. This tension is 

difficult to negotiate for some community-based organizations that have little capacities and 

resources due to funding cuts and political regulations. Consequently, those who can participate 

in policy dialogues with governments are limited to those who have capacities, resources and 

access to policy expertise. This could be an alarming implication because the disproportionate 

emphasis on policy-level initiatives may be creating a further disconnection between public 

policy design processes and grassroots activism. 
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Without denying the importance of policy innovation work and policy solutions, 

therefore, grassroots organizing plays a crucial role in making that connection between people's 

day-to-day struggles and public policy initiatives and in building community infrastructures for 

broader organizing efforts. While establishing strong internal organizational networks and 

seizing key political opportunities arc also important conditions of success as the literature 

suggest, building a strong community base through local organizing is the most important 

condition of possibility in terms of connecting local work with broader policy change initiatives. 

Local initiatives are effective if they are linked with policy and movement building strategies. 

Finally, the shift to policy-oriented organizing has increased the necessity and importance 

of community organizations to "participate" in public policy design and decision-making. Yet, 

various structural barriers and regulations to practice such an important democratic practice are 

imposed on community organizations. Downloading of government responsibilities has negative 

impacts on democratic capacities of community organizations. It is difficult to expect community 

organizations to provide social services on behalf of governments as well as participate in public 

policy making to advocate needs of marginalized groups without removing externally imprn;ed 

barriers. The right to participate in democratic decision-making is being undermined. 

Such a political struggle for democracy and rights lead us to a demand for the right to the 

city. This vision as well as a framework can suggest a way to overcome limits of anti-poverty 

organizing. Focusing solely on "poverty" may obscure the question of social inequalities and 

redistribution that affect people beyond low-income groups. Anti-poverty organizing is 

essentially "organizing against" - reacting to reduce perceived injustices such as growing 

poverty by correcting existing policies. But as the experience of St. Christopher House in 

MISW AA suggests, an opportunity for a wider alliance exists by linking the needs of 

economically and culturally marginalized groups with the needs of other groups. For example, 

anti-poverty groups could broaden its possibility by collaborating with those groups who are 

"organizing for" - proposing alternatives to market systems such as social economy and 

cooperative movements. Those groups are proposing new policies and regulations that support 

those progressive practices that promote greater social justice. democratic governance and equity. 

Because proposing policy alternatives is key in the current organizing, what policy we advocate 

is also a crucial question. Also, adding a spatial concern to anti-poverty organizing necessarily 

questions forces behind spatial polarization and particularly gentrification, the other side ofthe 
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socio-spatial polarization (Cowen & Parlette, forthcoming). The focus on inequality leads 

organizing efforts not only to addressing issues of those affected by poverty but also to 

demanding the redistribution of wealth and privilege (Roy, 20 I 0). Such a task requires 

confronting ways of how the city is being shaped and governed. Thus, organizing for the right to 

the city can be a viable alternative vision as well as a framework to "push the limits of the 

practical based on a conviction of the rightness of the future" (Marcuse, 20 1 0b). 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1:  List oflnterviewees 
1 . 1  The list of community organizations 
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Appendix 2: Interview schedules 

2-1 Interview questions for community organizations 
Back&roqnd 

I. How long have you worked with your organization? 
2. How would you describe the role of your organization in regard to addressing poverty issues? 
3. How does your role fit into that big picture? 

Stratq;ie1 and practices 
4. What kind of dilemma have you faced between meeting immediate needs of people and pursuing long·tenn 

policy change work? 
S. What llre some of the difficulties you have faced in connecting people's day-to-day struggles with bigger 

public policy iss\les? How do you approach it? 
CoaUtloos 

6. What gaps do you face in participating in coalitions or partnerships at broader levels? 
7. What would you think the strength of that scale of coalition bui1ding? 
8. What organizing strategies do you think are sensitive to different local issues from different communities 

but are able to produce a strong policy claim? 
Coodillona of aucrou/poaolblllty 

9. What have been some of the enabling conditions that contributed to �;uccc!lisful organizing efforts? (Policy 
context, key public events, community partners. resource, political opportunity, or research) 

I 0. In contrast, what have been some of the obstacles you faced in organizing work? 
CbaUea&OI aad opportwdtl01 

1 1 .  What cbaUenges in general bave you faced/observed in anti-poverty organizing in Toronto? 
12. Given that challenges, what opportunities do you foresee and how would you like to do differently? 

2-2 Interview questions for private foundations 
B•ckeround 

1. How long have you worked with your foundation? 
2. What is the foundation's approath to support anti-poverty organizing efforts? 
3. From yow role, what support do you provide with anti-poverty organizing efforts? 

Worklaa relallono�p with <o81mualty oraanlzallona 
4. How do you communicate with those community organizations before/after accepting applications? 
S. How difficult is it for you to evaluate anti-poverty organizing efforts? 
6. What gaps between your foundation expectation and what community organization!i do would you find in 

these efforts? 
OrganizlnK efforts aad c:oadition1 

7. Would you see any common features in successful anti-poverty organizing efforts you have supported? If 
so. what are they? 

8. What about unsuccessful cases? What were main challenges and obstacles those organizing efforts faced? 
9. Do you have any ideas about how these challenges can be overcome'! 

Chaii .. CH and opportuaitln 
10. What limits have you faced as a funder to promote anri-poveny organizing efforts in Toronto? 
1 1 .  What kind of lessons have you learned about how to promote anti-poverty organizing through your work 

with community organizations? 
12. What challenges and opponunities do you foresee in anti-poverty organizing efforts in Toronto/Ontario? 

2-3 Interview questions for researchers and policy analysts 
B.cqrouad 

I. How long have you worked with your organization? 
2. What is your role as to addressing poverty issue? 

Research In oraanizln& efforts 
3. What do you think the role of research in anti-poverty organizing efforts? 
4. What potential do you think the research has but has not been realized in the current organizing efforts? 

Coalition 
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5. Wh1:1t gaps have you faced as a research in working with different community organizations? 
6. How difficult is it to communicate your research and analysis to community organi1.ations as that they can 

use it as an organi7.ing tool? 
Organizing efforts and c-onditions 

7. Would you see any common features in successful anti-poverty org-anizing efforts you have supported? If 
so, what are they? 

8. What about unsucces�ful cases? What were main challenges and obstacles those organizing efforts faced? 
9. Do you have any ideas about how these challenges can be overcome? 

Chollencrs and opportunities 
10. What lind of lessons have you learned about how to promote anti-poverty organizing through your work. 

with community organizations? 
I I .  What challenges and opportunities do you foresee in anti·poverty organizing efforts in Toronto/Ontario? 
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Endnotes 

i Neoliberal restructuring of the Canadian welfere state took place since the mid 1 980s (Keil. 2002). Neoliberalism is, 
although not the only. a dominant political·economic ideology and practice in the contemporary society 
(Goonewardena. 2003; Gray, 2007; Hackworth, 2007; Harvey. 2005). Thi• was partially a re•ponse to the 
aforementioned changing macro.-economic structure and huge budget deficits due to the Keynesian· interventionist 
government economic manBgement (Hackworth 2007: Gmy. 2007). Hackworth (2007) characterizes the core of 
neoliberal projects as the trilogy of(l) the free marlc.et. (2) minimum government involvements and (3) maximized 
individual freedom. Based on three pillars, the neoliberal political project often goes through two stages: the roll
back phases (destruction of Keynesian welfarist policies) and roll-out phases (implementation ofneoliberal policies) 
(Peck & Tickell, 2002). In general, the throe pillars, if not entin:ly, have been realized in public policies and in our 
everyday life (Browo, 2006; Hackwonh, 2007). As many scholars argue, however, then> is no pure form of 
nco liberalism, beca�se a neoliberal ideology "exists through legacies of inherited institutional frameworks, policy 
regimes, regulatory pnctices and political struggles" as actually existing nt>oliMralism (Brenner & Theodore, 2002, 
p. 351). 

it Lefebvre himself defined "the right to the city is like a cry and a demand . . .  It cannot be conceived of as a simple 
visiting right or as a return to traditional citie!l. It can only be formulated as a transformed and renewed right to 
urban life" (Lefebvre. 1996[1%7], p. I 5R). This definition greatly infonns Marcuse's definition as well as the 
various fonnulation of the right to the city in the current neoliberal political context. 

;a A co-founder oflbe Right to the Ciry Alliance gets to the point of the framework: "There is a low road and a high 
road to that coalition. The low road is labor wants jobs; the environmentalists want green buildings: the community 
wants houses. Traditional otga.nizing theory is 'Just match up those self-interests and there you've got coalition.' 
But I feel like we are at the end of being able to operate at that low level of self-interest because if we don't adopt 
each other on a hig:her plane, the coalition is going to be limited to that self-interest" (Perera, n.d., p. 24). That 
higher plane is the theoretical fnmework provided by the right to the city (Marcuse, 201 Oa). 

iv Community organizations· or non-profit and voluntary organizations mean a wide range of groups and 
organizations, and thus it is difficult to define it (Scott, 2003; Trudeau, 2008). It could include religious groups. 
consumer groups or hospitals. In this paper. I focus on two types of community organizations: ( 1 )  charitable 
organizations that provide !locial services to communities and (2) member-serving organizations lhat represent low
income communities and marginalized groups. 

\ Jn the Canadian income Tax Act, prohibited activities for charitable organizations arc any partisan political 
activities and support of any political party or candidates. Within the 10% of their organizational resources, 
charitable organizations can engage in non-partisan political activities. organizing public marches and rallies, 
advocating policy change by lobbying. or encouraging the public to contact politicians. Outside of the 10% rule, 
charitable organizations can conduct and distribute policy research, raise public awareness about social issues, or 
communicating with elected representatives and public staffs. 

The Income Tax Act requires the charity to use 90% ofits resources to charitab1e purposes (thus 10% for political 
activities). Canada Revenue Agency (2003) reports that ''the tenn resources is not defined in the Act. but we 
consider it to include the total of a charity's financial assets, as well as everything the charity can use to further its 
purposes, such as ito;; staff, \o·olunteers, directors and its pn:mise!il and equipment.'' 

" A more detailed spectrum of organizing efforts is developed by John Stapleton (20 I 0), particularly paying 
attention "vertical conversation" (the venica) axis of the spectrum) that demonstrates different players and their 
positions ln lbe vertlcal axis. Details can be found at 
http://npenpolicyontatio.pbworks.com/w/page/32930367/Session%2024-
%20Promoting%20Vertical%20Conventaions 
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