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Alexandra Community Health Centre

People who work in community economic are also working, often unconsciously and obliquely, in public health.  Because health, it turns out, is largely about economics.

Health Canada identifies a dozen “key determinants” of health, of which only one  “personal health practices” is entirely under the individual’s control. Two more  “gender and genetics “ are beyond anyone’s control. All the other nine determinants are social and economic: income and social status, social support networks, physical and social environments, employment and working conditions, culture and education. 

The health impact of these factors is dramatic. A recent report card on child poverty, for example, shows that children from families with incomes under $20,000 are 55% more likely to suffer health problems than those with family incomes between $20,000 and $40,000.

So it was natural enough that the Alexandra Community Health Centre in Calgary should discern a need to become involved in the economic life of the community it serves. Natural, too, that an anonymous donor should bestow a grant on “the Alex” to build a community development team.

The problem was to develop the team=s capacity, so that it could accomplish its goals within the two- year funding horizon. The team members had backgrounds in education, social work and law, not in community animation or entrepreneurship. They turned to the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University, and with CEDTAP’s support they hired Flo Frank of Common Ground Consulting.

“Hiring Flo was one of the most important things we’ve done,” says Chris MacFarlane, now the Alex’s Executive Director. “She made a world of difference. Two years ago we weren’t sure what to do first ourselves - and last year we put on a conference on CED in the health sector.”

“Flo did a lot of teaching, but she did it by drawing out what the team wanted to do, and then analyzing what they had to learn. She’d summarize what they said and give it back to them in appropriate language, language that they could use to describe their work. But she also got them moving - she encouraged them to leave the theory aside for the moment, pick a group, start working, learn as you go, and then come back and look at the theory.” 

So the team fanned out into the community, talking to impoverished people and the workers who served them. What were the issues? What concrete problems could be addressed by community action? One of the most prominent issues turned out to be laundry. 

For example, “Kim,” a single mother with three children, lives on social assistance of  $900 a month. She does ten loads of laundry a week, and there is no laundromat in Victoria Park, where she lives. Once a week, she takes the children with her to the laundromat in Ramsay, where she spends $25 doing the laundry. That’s $100 a month, which is 11% of her income. 

The solution: a community laundromat in Victoria Park, run by a membership and priced to be affordable. The laundromat would employ two workers from the community, one to manage the operation and one to maintain the machines. Those who can afford it can have their laundry done for them. Having achieved a foothold in the community, the organization can branch out to provide a thrift store, a rental service for household appliances like vacuum cleaners. In the future it may be able to offer coffee and baked goods on the site, as well as house-cleaning and catering services. It hopes to organize a baby-sitting co-op.
Furthermore, the site will facilitate a whole range of health out-reach programs. A community health nurse will visit the site from time to time, and the Alex may be able to offer workshops on household, family and health matters. The facility is expected to cover 5% of its expenses in the first year, 75% in the second year, and 100% thereafter. Corporations and foundations were happy to fund it during its start-up phase, and the Alex raised $200,000 for it in fairly short order.

“We achieved the expected results,” Chris MacFarlane wrote to CEDTAP -- and also a range of “unexpected results,” which included  “enjoying the whole experience, developing a reputation of being a leader in the area of community development, and becoming generally more focused and stronger as an organization.”

1
Author: Silver Donald Cameron,  CEDTAP: all rights reserved


