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Date: March 7, 2012
To: The BC Advisory Council on Social Entrepreneurship

Re: Together: Respecting Our Future

Board Voice BC congratulates the Council on its creation and make-up, and the stimulating and insightful report Together: Respecting Our Future.  Board Voice is pleased to become part of a widening conversation about the nature and future of social services to create the inclusive society we aspire to for British Columbians and Canadians.

Board Voice respectfully submits the following observations on the Report.  Our comments reflect our feeling that the work of the Council not be open to being dismissed as “more of the same”.  Cynicism about our democratic institutions and the meaning of public participation is far too common and of great danger to British Columbia’s social fabric.

Prior to commenting on a number of excerpts from the Report, Board Voice would like to draw a number of perceptions to the attention of the Advisory Council.

· The sustainability conversation must not be allowed to prevent more fundamental and some would say prerequisite social conversations.  As one of our members stated:

“If the emphasis is to be on prevention as seems to be indicated in the report – (talking about getting at the “causes” of social ills, etc.), then why not consider a more straightforward policy proposal to engage communities and submit to government about the need to shift priorities to the arena of prevention. There may be additional expenditures upfront, but, from our perspective, it is a question of what approach will actually meet people’s needs ultimately. If we accept, the “not sustainable” framework, the more fundamental discussion about how we achieve the long-term results (getting at the “cause”), and the need to develop a prevention strategy, policy and practice, will simply be pushed off the agenda and taken over by the “sustainability” discussion.”

· While the report acknowledges that there are “wicked problems” and suggests a mechanism to have conversations to try to address them (Change Labs), it does not acknowledge the ‘difficult conversations’ that could lead to both innovations and a differential use of resources.  These conversations are often avoided because of their political volatility, but nonetheless, must be addressed.  Examples of these issues are drug policy and end-of-life policies.  In fact, the whole area of social policy as an area for social innovation is not addressed in the report except as it pertains to new funding mechanisms. 

· The Report gives short shrift to the incredible amount of innovation that already exists in many non-profit social service agencies. Funding cuts, changes in government's priorities, differences in rural vs. urban communities have led to hundreds of agencies collaborating and partnering with other societies, school districts, local governments, local business and developers to meet the needs of clients whose needs could have fallen through the cracks. Failure to recognize and identify that contribution appropriately and to try to sell “innovation” as the something “new” to the non-profit sector will send a negative message to those who are already “doing innovation” daily.

· The Council should speak to the cynicism that exists in our politically polarized province.  We fear the good work of the Council will be diminished if its work can be discounted as “code” for cuts and downloading of obligations from government;

· The Report has been in circulation for just over three months.  However, the existence of the Report was apparently not widely shared with those working in the governance and operation of community-based social services.  We recommend that the next version of the Report be more widely distributed in order to engage those currently working in the sector

· More emphasis needs to be placed on cross-sectoral dialogue about these issues and means to facilitate that dialogue; the Summit, Collective Impact Through Social Innovation, was interesting but wasn’t organized in such a way as to create synergies;

· Government often emphasizes the economic engine that small business provides.  The Council might consider addressing means that will allow small business and small agencies to contribute on an equal footing with big business and big agencies.  For example, procurement processes can directly and negatively affect the participation of small, community-based contributors;

· Finally, any impression that social services are an economic drain needs to be re-cast.  Social services are critically able to reduce downstream health and corrections costs, and are able to maintain vulnerable children within a schooling stream toward self- sufficiency.  As well, the 65,000 social services employees contribute to taxes and generally spend their paycheques in their communities.  Further, those who hold the view of the non-profit sector as too soft or not disciplined enough, could take some lessons on how to “do more with less”, a situation this sector has endured for at least a decade.

Note: in the following sections, all bold faced sections are excerpts from “Together: Respecting our Future”; 
1. However, our traditional safety net and bridges to a good life are strained to the limit. We are not getting all the results we want and need. People who are poor, elderly, disabled, Aboriginal, young and otherwise vulnerable are in danger of being left behind. Many already have been. We must find new ways to pay for, deliver and transform the public services we have come to see as birthrights. P.7
We would suggest that this paragraph is the crux of the matter at hand, and could be emphasized more in the report.  Board Voice recommends that the advice of Stephen Huddart in “Managing Social Innovation” be heeded in the next iteration: keep the problem at the centre.

2.  “We are convinced that status quo responses to complex social issues are neither sustainable nor responsible.” (p.5.)  
We would strongly encourage the Council to remember that the statement about the ‘status quo’ is not widely understood or accepted by many citizens in the province including many who have a long-term history and commitment to the provision of social services.  We include some in our membership amongst those who do not yet understand or accept this view of the future.  We implore the Council to not underestimate the complexity of addressing this situation beyond the “information” level to communities.
3. There is also a growing awareness of the complexity and interconnectedness of these challenges. Now more than ever we are invited to heed Einstein’s advice: “Complex problems cannot be solved at the level of awareness that created them.” P.9
While we should heed Einstein’s dictum, what is called for goes beyond a shift in the level of awareness.  This “onion” of social challenges must be “peeled” carefully to avoid “tears” and withdrawal.  The strategic step to achieve the “peeling” while keeping everyone in the kitchen is a project unto itself.  British Columbia is a highly politicized province and this strategic approach needs to bring all parts of the political spectrum, as well as our aboriginal neighbours, to that kitchen.  Only by doing so can the Council’s goals be met across the geographic, cultural, and ethnic diversity of British Columbia. 

Yet we are optimistic. If we can build on and expand on the interest and energy of many British Columbians and learn from other innovators around the world, we have the potential to tackle our toughest social problems in new ways and to prepare future generations to meet the challenges of their time. We believe the Advisory Council’s mandate to explore the promise of social innovation - to transform how we approach social problems - is realizable. In this document we outline what we see as some essential first steps.  P. 10

Many of those involved in the Council and in the social services sector are “can do” people.   It may be worthwhile to try to discover why that is and what created that personality of capability and competence.  In particular, we need to discover how to create or return that capacity to many of our neighbours who have lost that sense of competence in whole or in part.  For example, the Social Entrepreneurship Initiative cannot be separated from a successful reconciliation initiative embraced by both the aboriginal and non-aboriginal communities. This latter bridge is as important as the government-private sector- not for profit sector bridges, and should be included in the vision.
Bridging these sectors will involve hard work and leadership. Key to working together effectively are trust and reciprocity but we often come to the table with very different sets of resources – skills, funds and influence. This can make us wary. We may be uneasy about government’s motivation. An unfamiliarity with business can lead to a misunderstanding of motives and possibilities. Business may view not-for-profits as too soft or not disciplined enough. Government may see the not-for-profit sector as a net drain on the economy. The competitive environment among some not-for-profits can result in reluctant collaboration, fearful that they might jeopardize their ability to secure essential resources. Pp. 12-13

The Report places particular emphasis on engaging youth and a full spectrum of society.  Particular reference is made to the education sector, secondary and post-secondary, becoming part of the social innovation enterprise. To again quote the Report, “There is also a growing awareness of the complexity and interconnectedness of these challenges”.  The “education wars” in British Columbia, which are unique in Canada, and the matter of aboriginal reconciliation, are only two of the more important examples of the truth of this observation.

Board Voice would observe that some of the international conflict reduction strategies referenced in sources such as The Bottom Billion and Adam Kahane’s REOS work on problem solving may be highly applicable to B.C.’s highly polarized social situations.  Some of the divisions in B.C. seem to go beyond traditional challenges that exist between business and labour.


4. We propose the study and adaptation of change lab methodology to British Columbia. The timing is right. Across BC there is a growing interest in exploring the creation of centers of social innovation that are dedicated spaces to facilitate social innovation. P.15
However, we believe that a BC change lab methodology would:
· Include a focus on the experiences, insights and solutions of people directly connected to a social issue;

· Incorporate the best thinking and solutions from around the world;

· Convene an interdisciplinary team - policy makers, funders, service providers, business and labour, as well as users and volunteers;

· Initiate rapid prototyping of solutions;

· Conduct continuous research and outreach; and

· Scale and measure proven solutions. P.16
Board Voice supports this proposal, but wishes to emphasize that in order to create these conditions the Council will need a voice that transcends ideological differences within the province and speaks to shared values and interests in society.  There are social “gun slingers” who will be challenged to “leave their guns at the door” to participate in the social discourse and change for the good of society.

5. At a time of fiscal uncertainty many organizations are focused on survival. They understand the importance of addressing root causes but cannot ignore the daily needs to which they must respond. We do not want to threaten their financial stability. However, we believe that we must use our money and financial assets more smartly to free up resources for prevention, unexpected emergencies and new challenges, and thus enhance sustainability and stability of our social care infrastructure over time and for the long term. P. 17
Board Voice believes that in order to carry out these transformative changes, the government might consider, for a transitional time, adopting a “doing more with more” approach to outcomes and expenditures, not a “doing more with less”.  The Council should be very wary that the statement “we are convinced that status quo responses to complex social issues are neither sustainable nor responsible”(p.5) is not code for no further public funding, or for public funding cuts.  While that may be one of the outcomes of the wider conversation, that statement as an a priori assumption will potentially alienate and eliminate those who believe the conversation must include exploration of what is a reasonable “tax effort”.  Social innovators should not risk that alienation from the discussion.
6. Our Recommendation: Multiple Infrastructure Investments - To build the kind of social finance infrastructure we need, multiple strategies are required.

Board Voice agrees that multiple strategies are required including legislative changes (such as the Societies Act revisions and CRA Tax policy), and participation in these strategies by organizations and individuals currently restricted from participation.  However, Board Voice believes that these strategies should also be submitted to the change lab process rather than as proven solutions applicable to the future we aspire to for British Columbia.  We would emphasize the spirit of the Report that these “multiple Infrastructure Investments” are not a panacea for the social challenges existent or to come---they too need to be proven.
7. One challenge to realizing this vision is the barriers that inadvertently prevent everyone’s engagement. P.22
Board Voice recommends that the name of the Council, the BC Advisory Council on Social Entrepreneurship be changed to BC Council on Social Innovation. The word innovation is used consistently throughout the paper, while entrepreneurship is used infrequently.  Those that don’t resonate with the narrow definition of the word ‘Entrepreneur’ (and its usual association with business) might find that name a barrier. 

8. Our Recommendation: a BC Engagement Strategy

While mindset and attitude are important, it is critical to be able to explore, test, implement, and act. We are mindful there is little investment in nurturing the start of the innovation cycle. There have been experiments with this in the past and with important results. These have included national programs like Katimavik, Canada World Youth, Company of Young Canadians, the Local Initiative Program (L.I.P.) and Opportunities for Youth (OFY) that have provided funding and opportunities to young people. Thousands of young people across Canada got their first taste of constructive social change through these programs. Similar efforts could be fostered today by mobilizing new sources of funding and expertise.
Many of the providers of volunteer governance, may not understand how productive those programs were.  Some re-education might be considered as part of the Council’s work if acting on these recommendations.  

9. Next Steps:

We at Board Voice are struck by the coincidence of the Council adopting the Spirit Canoe and Board Voice employing the same voyage metaphor in a newsletter to members in January 2012.

“It’s New Years Day 2012 - a good time for reflecting backwards, and thinking forward. Thank goodness for a warm fire to kindle the thought processes.   Two recent newspaper references caused me to think back on the words of my friend Leonard Alexcee, an aboriginal elder from the Nisga’a territories married into the Tsimshian Nation. Leonard, a retired CN employee and former school trustee, spoke of “The Tsimshian Canoe”: We’re all in the same canoe; we had better be paddling together and in the same direction if we want to get anywhere.” 
Read the full copy at: http://www.boardvoice.ca/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=37&Itemid=36 

Board Voice and the BC Advisory Council on Social Entrepreneurship are in the same canoe are agreed on the centricity of the problem that ….our traditional safety net and bridges to a good life are strained to the limit. We are not getting all the results we want and need. People who are poor, elderly, disabled, Aboriginal, young and otherwise vulnerable are in danger of being left behind. Many already have been. We must find new ways to pay for, deliver and transform the public services we have come to see as birthrights. P.7
Sincerely,
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Dave Stigant

Provincial Chair

BOARD VOICE SOCIETY OF B.C.

www.boardvoice.ca








Board Voice


Society of B.C.





Board of Directors





Dave Stigant, Chair


Carol Matusicky, Vice Chair


Craig East, Treasurer 


Alyson Hagan-Johnson,


Secretary


Ron Birch


Lynn Carter


Brian DeMuy


Judy Hayes


Dawn Hemingway


Gloria Lifton


Tina Marten


Terry Moist


Lyn Policha


Leslie Welin








Secretariat 


c/o Doug Hayman


FCSS of BC


2nd floor, 526 Michigan St.


Victoria, BC     V8V 1S2





Ph:  250 480 7387


Fx:  250.480.7396


boardvoice@shaw.ca











PAGE  
1

