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AFFIRMATIVE INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION OF NOVA SCOTIA

“Community economic development was all new to me,” says Norman Greenberg. “I found it hard to think of the disabled community as a community. 

“But then I took a workshop with Juan Tellez of the Atlantic CED Institute and read some of Father Greg MacLeod’s books -- and I suddenly realized that what I’d been doing could be described as community economic development within the mental health community.” 

Norman Greenberg is a psychologist at The Nova Scotia Hospital, a mental health facility in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, working with people suffering from chronic psychiatric disorders. In the past, such people have been “encouraged to go onto the welfare system,” he says. “The system takes responsibility for them, and teaches them that they don’t need to be accountable. 

“Now we’re encouraging them to take action early, to deal with their problems, to have a life. So it seemed to me that the best way to help was to find them employment opportunities, which would provide them with an income and give them a chance for a life.”

The Affirmative Industry Association of Nova Scotia was born in 1991 out of that perception -- that mental health and independence are intimately linked with economic health. And the usual route to economic health is a job. 

AIANS set out to establish a supported work business, initially in crafts production. By 1995 it was operating a pet supply, packaging and delivery business called Pet Stuff on the Go, which employed 25 people. Many employees were mental health consumers, but -- in an effort to create balance in the work environment -- numerous others were not. The organization’s Board was made up of community volunteers in association with members of the Nova Scotia Hospital staff, and the hospital also provided about 50% of its budget in the form of staff time. 

As any entrepreneur learns, creating a sustainable business is a challenge in itself. Creating a business with a social function compounds the difficulty — and doing so while employing mental health consumers adds another whole layer of complexity.

“Most of the workers at Pet Stuff on the Go have been in the system for years,” explains Dr. Greenberg. “They really are institutionalized. Often they don’t understand work at all. You tell them what to do, for instance, and maybe they want to argue. So they need a whole orientation to work. Some of them will start working just one hour a week, and then gradually move to two and three hours or more.”

Some of the workers, he notes, have “cross-disabilities, a psychological problem and also a physical or intellectual one.” And the work-force is highly mutable, as well. Workers sometimes retreat from employment altogether. Relatively few have the diligence and motivation to take ownership of the business -- and those who do have that motivation often move right on through the business and “graduate,” in effect, to jobs in other enterprises.

All of these factors amplify the usual difficulties of a start-up business — including its ability to secure financing. 

“There’s no way to access money for people with disabilities to get started in business,” says Dr. Greenberg. “And really that’s when AIANS decided to become a CED organization. It decided to try to become a business which would invest in entrepreneurial activities undertaken by people with disabilities.”

To make this transition, the organization needed a plan. It turned to the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University. CEDTAP agreed to provide AIANS with funds to hire Diane Fitzgerald of the Nova Scotia Co-operative Council as a consultant to work with the Board in developing a strategic plan.

The consultant and the Board worked together throughout the winter of 2000-2001 to develop an overall framework for the new organization, and also a report on programs and agencies which might be interested in supporting what was now called The Peacock Fund, in honour of former Board member **HOO?? Peacock. Diane Fitzgerald also developed a financial model to guide the operation of the Peacock Fund in a way that would be sustainable. 

“CEDTAP was very important to us,” says Dr. Greenberg. “They’re enormously supportive and flexible, and they really bend over backwards to see that the projects get done. They understand that their in the business of building capacity — and they understand that if you’re building capacity, that means you don’t have the capacity when you start out.” 

AIANS now has a completed plan, and is moving on to implement it. The organization has found federal support to hire a CEO for the Fund, and Diane Fitzgerald is enlisting the support of the Nova Scotia Co-operative Council to help find the investment capital required. 

“We still have a long way to go,” says Dr. Greenberg. “But thanks to CEDTAP, we’re out of the starting gate.”
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