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Quality of Life CHALLENGE in Victoria
| nvites L ow-income Canadiansto Speak for Themselves

In July 2003, BC Capital Region’'s
Vibrant Communitiesinitiative, known asthe
Quiality of Life CHALLENGE, invited peopleon
low income who had been involved with the
project to cometo ameeting. Initially seenasa
one-time gathering, organizerswanted to discuss
how to better include people onlow incomesin
the CHALLENGE'sdecision-making process.

Established in 2002, Vibrant Commu-
nities is a pan-Canadian initiative that
explores promising local solutions to
reduce poverty. Fifteen communities
from across Canada have formed a
|ear ning partner ship through which they
share ideas, resources and strategies
related to poverty reduction. Each of the
participating communities already had
done considerable work to alleviate pov-
erty and saw Vibrant Communities as a
way to extend and enrich their efforts.
Thisstory isthe second in a serieswhich
highlights successful strategiesfor redu-
cing poverty and building more caring
communities. For more information,
visit: http://www.vibrantcommunities.ca

The choice of facilitator — a woman
named Karasima who herself lives on low
income—sent aclear messagethat CHALLENGE
organizers were interested in the opinions of
peoplewho had experienced poverty first-hand.
The meeting included a meal and a small
honorarium for participants, and transportation
and child care costswerereimbursed. Each of
these details — the invitation, selection of
facilitator, meal and financial assistance —
demonstrated a genuine concern for life
circumstances and adesire to remove barriers
to participation in the community.

The meeting focused on four questions:
how the group wished to beidentified, the bar-
riers and solutionsto reducing poverty, whether
their opinions would have an impact on the
CHALLENGE and the likely benefits of con-
tinuing their involvement with the project.

The discussion of whether to form a
specia (separate) committee hel ped participants
articulatetheview that individuals' worth should
betied to their contributions and actionsrather
than their income. They agreed that they were
each freeto saf-identify asliving onlow income,
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or to choose whichever identification felt most
comfortable. A theme repeated throughout the
meeting wastheimportance of speaking up about
the experience of poverty in order to bring about
widespread community understanding and respect
for those in need. By the end of the meeting,
participantsrealized that continued invol vement
withthe CHALLENGE wouldincressetheir sense
of persona empowerment, give them networking
and sharing opportunities, and help them con-
tinuethe process of escaping theisolationthat is
adefining characteristic of poverty. They left the
session with a clear sense that they needed to
get moreinvolved with the numerous Quality of
Life CHALLENGE working groups.

Whileachieving successin bringing low-
income participants to the discussion table,
CHALLENGE organizersrealized that they also
must encourage those individual sto sharetheir
experiences with awider audience. Karasima
wasinvited to theannual Vibrant Communities
meeting in Guelph, Ontario, in September 2003
where she faced for thefirst timetheintricate
dance of attending aconference—knowing when
to speak, with whom to speak and gauging
responses. Karasimawasinspired by much of
what she heard in Guel ph, particularly the notion
that peopleliving in poverty must be actively
involved in the process of changing their cir-
cumstances. It gave her theimpetusto develop
a model for assisting people who recognize
themselves in a position of need — for food,
clothing or connection.

“Peopleworking inthefield of poverty
reduction—both thoseliving in poverty and those
trying to help — suffer from burnout,” says
Karasima. “Community economic, social and
emotional needs are increasing and funds are
decreasing. | wanted to help peopleidentify their
top-of-mind concern and then find some way of
addressing it so that they wouldn’t feel so over-
whelmed.”

Need a SNACC to get you through?

Karasima developed a method for
breaking down large, multifaceted problemsinto
small, easily managed pieces, or snacks. The
SNACC acronym standsfor:

Sharing successes—identify atriumph,
largeor small

Needs—what serviceor itemisrequired?
(e.g., better dental care, clothing, food,
child care, skills)

Action —what could be doneto get the
need met?

Commitment —what commitment isthe
person willing to maketo in order to get
their needs met?

Community —who are the people who
can support your commitment?

SaysKarasma: “When webegin meetings
or workshops by sharing something good that’s
happened — something as simple asthefact that
we got to the meeting —we focus our mindsand
spiritson the positive and can moveinto thework
of the CHALLENGE. I'verecently recognized
that a gap someti mes exists between aperson’s
individual needsand thework of the group. We
need to talk about that gap —to recognizethat it
existsand understand itsimportance. Sometimes
our membershaveto seetheir individual needs
are paramount and they must removethemselves
from the group to attend to their situation. We
keep the door open and encouragethemtorgoin
uswhen they areready.”

The experience of attending the con-
ferencein Guel ph, combined with the personal
successes that had come with involvement in
the CHALLENGE, strengthened the resolve of
the group to continue to learn better ways
of becoming engaged, and to encourage the
other 14 Vibrant Communitiesto do likewise.
In October 2003, they adopted the name
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“Community Action Team” (CAT) to help those
outside the group understand what they were
trying to achieve. During thelast 12 months, their
members have worked on most of the CHAL -
LENGE working groups and many of their ideas
have been incorporated into ongoing proj ects.

“My senseisthat CAT membershave had
to face down fears of what others might think
about us and what we thought about ourselves,”
saysKarasima. “l believethe CHALLENGE
initiative creates such an atmosphere of respect
that many of us havelearned to place morevalue
onour contributions.”

Robert Putnam decribesthe importance
of bonding and bridging relationshipsin com-
munity building [Putnam 2000]. Karasima's
experience of devel oping relationships among
other low-income participants (bonding) and
between the CHALLENGE’'s many working
groups (bridging) is an important facet of the
work under way inVictoria. Bridging relation-
shipsarevitaly important to ahea thy community
because they can support and direct positive
actionondifficult issues.

One of the Community Action Team’s
ongoing objectives is to forge alliances with
community agencies whose mandates may or
may not include action on poverty reduction. For
example, inthe coming year, CAT isconsidering
acoffeetalk project. Community Action Team
memberswill invite people who are at various
levelsof involvement inthe CHALLENGE to
discuss CAT'swork in relation to community
issues.

During the CHALLENGE's November
2004 Celebration and Dialogue event, awide
cross-section of Victoriares dents cametogether
to celebrate the project’s work to improve
quality of lifeand discuss strategiesfor addres-
sing ongoing challenges. Many participants

expressed how important it wasfor them to hear
the stories of peopleliving onlow income. The
CHALLENGE playsapivotal rolein encouraging
connections between people, including between
peopleliving at high- and low-incomelevels. In
the words of one participant: “Peopleare blind
to the need and differencesin their community
and often, until we need each other, we don’t
connect. Peopledon’t want to know; they stay
in their comfortable reality.” Another said:
“People are suffering in silence and we may not
know their stories. We don’t ask often enough
how peoplearedoing.”

Moving forward

The Community Action Team began
working on an experiential learning tool inlate
2003. Designed for social work students, social
service sector employees, board members and
government employees, it gives examples of
life situations which can be placed on aspiral,
demonstrating the upward or downward impact
that events can have on aperson whoistrying to
move out of poverty. Inaddition, CAT members
presented the Quality of Life CHALLENGE with
asuggestion to establish awork clothing program
for men. Securing the proper attire for job
interviewsisaserious problem for many people
living onlow incomes.

Inthe spring of 2004, the CHALLENGE
conducted a participatory evaluation processfor
itsworking groups. Inclusion of people onlow
incomes was a recurrent theme and Karasima
initiated areview of the CHALLENGE'sincluson
practices, which led to the devel opment of an
Inclusion Policy by the Community Action Team.
Thispolicy wasthen adopted by the Quality of
Life CHALLENGE's Steering Working Group.

Though previous practices made provi-
sion for reimbursing transportation and food
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expensesfor peopleliving on low incomes, these
were not being offered consistently or explicitly.
Karasimawas concerned that someindividuals
were unable to ask for the funds they needed.
Says Karasima: “Because we' ve agreed that
low-income participants can choose whether to
self-identify, healthy snacks or meal vouchers
were not made available unless peopl e specifi-
cally asked for them. People had to choose
between going hungry and identifying them-
selves. Through the process of fully discussing
the inclusion policy with members of the
CHALLENGE organization, working group
chairs have become more committed to making
surethey are aware of the needs of low-income
participants and to make sure that transportation
and food costs are met.”

In July 2004, the Community Action
Team initiated a balcony garden project that
provided participants with two containers for
growing fresh vegetables and the instructions
necessary to makethe project successful. CAT
currently ispreparing a“ Grocery Store Specias’

project that encourages grocery store managers
to put key food and household itemson sale at
times of the month when people on social assis-
tance have money to take advantage of lower
prices. Theseand other initiativeshave allowed
committee members to acknowledge their
strengths and limitations, and have helped to
change attitudesamong the CHALLENGE staff
who were sometimes unwilling to let CAT
membersfail.

SaysKarasima: “We weren't prepared
for anumber of wrinkles with the garden con-
tainer projects, but having othersrushinto fix
our problemsunderlined thefact that inclusion
also means|etting peoplelearn from their own
mistakes,” saysKarasima. “Besideshelping us
to better define inclusiveness, the container
experience has helped to encourage discussion
and make a decision about the kinds of work
we will undertake.” It was recognized, for
instance, that generally the Quality of Life
CHALLENGE isnot structured to providedirect
servicesto thecommunity.

People listening to each other at Celebration and Dialogue 2004.
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Thebalcony garden project offered CAT
members another opportunity to build rela-
tionshipswith local farmersand environmental
organizations not usually associated with poverty
reduction as well as with more traditional
partners, such ascommunity centres and food
security groups.

Community Action Team membersare
also working to establish a cross-country dia-
logue with other Vibrant Communities low-
income participants. A common concernisthe
ongoing work of attracting and retaining low-
income committee members. Peopleliving on
low income often face additional difficultiesin
attending regular meetings as they deal with
day-to-day health and life challenges. CAT
meetings are often attended by only Karasima
and four others; sometimes quorum isnot met.
Karasimahopesto increase CAT membership
to 15. If at least ten people are able to attend
monthly meetingson aregular basis, they can be
encouraged to participatein other areas of the
CHALLENGE.

Relationships of substance

For Karasima, the respect and integrity
of the Quality of Life CHALLENGE staff
members, and her relationship with researcher,
Jane Worton, have provided the support and
guidance she needed to find her own strengths
and grow into her role asthe lead member of the
Community Action Team. SaysKarasma: “The
staff at the CHALLENGE are not afraid to share
their power. Peoplewho have experienced need
tend to try to keep thingsfor themselves out of
fear that it may be taken away from them. That
appliesto material goods, but it can also apply
to their work. Jane and others have taught me
that there is always more work to be done. |
have been gently guided in my work and now
see that someday | will pass my current tasks

onto someone else. | have been mentored and
will mentor another person myself, and the
community as whole will benefit from those
relationships.”

CHALLENGE organizers seek to
integrate strong relationshipsinto all facets of
their operations. They work to encourage bonds,
particularly among CAT members, so that new
recruits can feel comfortable asking questions
whilethey arelearning theropes. A buddy system
for new CAT membersisunder consideration.
SaysJane: “It takes alot of courageto try new
things, meet new peopleand, in particular, go and
speak about personal experiencesinlargegroups.
When CAT participants|earnto trust one another,
it makesit easier for themto do the bridging work
with other organi zations because they know they
have someone supporting them and backing them
up. Strong bondsareintegral to our work.”

During the Quality of Life CHAL-
LENGE's participatory evaluation event in the
spring of 2004, CAT representativeswere asked
to reflect on their work and itsimpactson their
lives.! It wasclear that by taking thefirst step of
joining the CHALLENGE, they were rewarded
in ways they could not have imagined. The
changefromisolation to connection wasapower-
ful motivator for many. A summary quote about
leadership neatly summarizestheraison d’ étre
of the Vibrant Communitiesinitiative and the
importance of valuing othersfor their uniquegifts:

In community, there is no one leader — we all
work together as leaders to share the power
within each of us. Believing we are leadersin
our community, wedon't lift just one person up,
but we encourage, support and inspire. Then
we have an empowered community — sharing
our strengths, vulnerabilities, needs and
experiences.

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

The Quality of Life CHALLENGE's website
is: www.golchallenge.ca

Karasima, Community Action Team Facili-
tator, can be reached at: jane@community
council.ca

Jane Wbrton, Researcher, the Community
Social Planning Council of Greater Victoria
can bereached at: jane@communitycouncil.ca
or by phone at (250) 383-6166.

Endnote

1. Until 2006, the Quality of Life CHALLENGE hasthree
priority areas. Community Connections, Homes and
Sustainable Incomes. Aspart of the Community Connec-
tions priority area, the project collects and shares stories
of how people areworking together toimprovetheir quality

of life. Thegoal isto collect 1,000 storiesby 2006. During
theannual Community Celebration, Quality of LifeAwards
aregiven out for exemplary storiesin six categories. youth,
education, business, community organizations, neigh-
bourhoods and community arts.
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