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Chapter 1

Introduction

North End Housing Project (nehp) is an experiment, an attempt by a 
non-profi t inner city housing group to address problems of poverty, poor 

housing, and neighbourhood deterioration, not as personal issues experienced 
by individuals and families, but as the outcomes of systems that intensify ur-
ban community decline. nehp saw deteriorating inner city neighbourhoods 
as environments created by structures that compound personal problems and 
geographically concentrate low income families in the oldest parts of cities.
 Some of these structures were too large for nehp to address. As this book 
describes, many cities have policies that subsidize suburban expansion and 
systematically under-develop their core areas. Th e advocacy required to address 
such issues was beyond the scope of a small non-profi t housing group. nehp 
did, however, address structures that operate at the neighbourhood level. It 
attempted to interrupt cycles that perpetuate neighbourhood decline.
 A key intervention point in community renewal was the neighbourhood 
housing market. Declining neighbourhoods tend to be the oldest parts of cit-
ies. As housing in these areas begins to age and wear out, residents who have 
economic options tend to move to newer parts of cities. Th ey leave behind 
inner city housing to residents of lesser means. In this way the housing market 
“fi lters” out more affl  uent residents and concentrates of low income families in 
geographic areas. In areas where housing values are falling, property owners are 
reluctant to invest scarce resources in housing maintenance. Landlords must 
make an economic calculation whether to invest in a property that is losing 
capital value, or to perform only minor repairs and simply draw revenue for 
as long as possible. In such an environment, it is inevitable that some housing 
begins to show signs of neglect.
 If just one or two properties in a locality deteriorate, it can signal the hous-
ing market that a whole area is beginning to decline. Buyers become hesitant to 
purchase in the area and housing prices fall. With lower property values there 
are fewer incentives for property owners to engage in maintenance, and so the 
cycle intensifi es. Decline spreads to adjacent areas. Th is cycle can create large 
areas in central cities characterized by vacant buildings and barren open space. 
In a number of U.S. cities this has been the result.
 nehp sought to have an impact on this cycle. While its primary focus was 
on renovating and building aff ordable shelter, the project also attempted to cre-
ate a critical mass of improved housing that could send a signal to the market 
that an inner city neighbourhood was recovering. If nehp could aff ect market 
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perceptions, it could possibly trigger a cycle of rising values and reinvestment. 
Th e program might become a catalyst for a broader process of neighbourhood 
redevelopment.
 Th e project had little idea of the quantity of housing that was necessary 
to have such an impact. Th ere were few existing models and there was little 
research to guide its eff orts. Some studies suggested that improving the condi-
tion of housing could have an external eff ect on property values close by, but 
there was little to suggest a project could aff ect a neighbourhood. nehp began 
by renovating a cluster of ten properties in a two block area and added other 
clusters shortly after. Th is book measures the impacts of this work on property 
values in a real estate area and within one neighbourhood in particular. Th e data 
suggest that nehp’s eff orts have been successful. Price recovery began on the 
street where nehp was working and radiated outwards to adjacent streets. Th e 
timing of the recovery coincided with nehp’s renovation activity. Th e results of 
interviews with homeowners in and around the nehp clusters suggest that a 
number of residents were making upgrades to their homes based on perceptions 
that resale values in the neighbourhood had recovered. Th is was the type of the 
external eff ect that nehp had intended to create with its renovation work.
 A second strategy of the project was to use an approach to community 
economic development (ced) that focuses on local community self reliance. 
Analysis of low income economies indicate that many have poorly developed 
internal economic linkages. Income fl ows into these communities but quickly 
fl ows out again, creating little neighbourhood employment or additional income. 
In economic terms, there is poor circulation of resources and the value of the 
local multiplier is low.
 nehp used a strategy of local production to meet local basic needs. Th is 
self-reliance approach to ced contrasts with the more usual approach of export 
promotion, or selling products to markets outside the community. As the book 
describes, this self-reliance approach can often add more to neighbourhood 
incomes than specifi c employment generation projects. Building local linkages 
is often a more manageable task for small ced groups and more eff ective in 
terms of increasing local income than large scale business development.
 nehp built assets for participants in its program by creating accessible home-
ownership. It also created local employment by hiring neighbourhood residents for 
all its renovation work. Most of these individuals had little previous experience in 
construction, and some had almost no employment history at all. All were hired 
in a program that provided training and better wages than most companies in the 
industry. Th is initiative was later developed into a separate company that worked 
on nehp projects but also took contracts from across the city. Its eventual goal 
was to create an employee-owned, self-suffi  cient company. Th e program has 
had numerous successes and continues to work toward self-suffi  ciency.



Introduction 9

 Th is book presents a social cost benefi t analysis of this employment creation 
program, analyzing the economic benefi ts to society of using public resources 
to create employment. It shows that as much as 50 percent of the public funds 
committed for housing renovation actually return to the public treasury when 
a project hires previously unemployed individuals. Creating jobs generates rev-
enue for government in terms of Income Assistance and Employment Insurance 
benefi ts not paid out and from income and sales taxes from individuals who are 
now employed. Although governments tend to look at funding of community 
programs and job creation as a net drain on public resources, calculations pre-
sented in this book show that employment creation can in fact return between 
50 and 100 percent of the amount of such subsidies.
 Beyond economics, the social impact of job creation is profound. Several 
of those who participated in nehp’s program signifi cantly stabilized their lives. 
Steady income, meaningful daily activity, and social support from co-workers 
can have a deep impact on some participants. Th ese benefi ts were particularly 
evident in a separate nehp project for employees who had been members of 
an Aboriginal street gang, most of whom were newly released from federal 
penitentiary. Th e participants had a signifi cant role in directing and determining 
the details of the program, which off ered reasonable wages along with training 
in renovation work by Aboriginal carpenters, teaching in traditional Aboriginal 
knowledge, counselling and referral to new educational and employment op-
portunities. Th e participants cultivated a loyalty to this program that was similar 
to their earlier loyalty to the gang, developing an unspoken code that criminal 
re-off ending could jeopardize a program that was a benefi t to everyone in the 
group. In the four years that the program has run, none of the twenty-seven 
ex-off enders has been arrested on a new gang-motivated charge.
 Poverty confronts individuals and families with numerous stresses; neigh-
bourhoods in which there is concentrated poverty compound these stresses. It 
is often diffi  cult for residents to provide each other with social support, to help 
in times of need, or to organize to address community issues. Such community 
interconnections are referred to as social capital. nehp worked not only to 
build community infrastructure but also to strengthen the community social 
fabric. Th e program created opportunities for residents to meet one another 
from time to time and build social connections. Th ese relationships were not 
intended to be intense or intrusive. Residents of low income communities, 
like families everywhere, appreciate their privacy and are wary of demanding 
relationships. Th ese casual acquaintanceships, however, can have important ef-
fects. A signifi cant literature indicates that there is much strength to be found 
in so-called “weak ties.” Clear correlations have been found between levels of 
community neighbouring and reductions in child welfare apprehensions, con-
nections to employment and educational opportunities, control of crime, and 
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better outcomes for children’s schooling. It is important that neighbours know 
who is living around them or whom they can call in case there is a need.
 Th e populations of neighbourhoods in which nehp is working are between 
40 and 55 percent Aboriginal. nehp believes that community building needs to 
refl ect the unique cultural orientation and specifi c needs of Aboriginal residents. 
Th e project has Aboriginal representation on its board, and more than half the 
residents of its housing are Aboriginal. Yet at times it was diffi  cult to build trust 
in the Aboriginal community, and there were indications that not all Aboriginal 
residents felt comfortable approaching nehp for housing. Some perceived the 
organization to be a mainstream power structure.
 nehp attempted to meet with Aboriginal residents to get a sense of their 
concerns. To do so it used participatory action research (par), an approach in 
which a community conducts research on itself. Th ree Aboriginal researchers 
from the neighbourhood, in consultation with the author, determined each 
aspect of the research, including its design, its conduct, its analysis, and the 
ultimate purpose for which it would be used. In each part of the study the 
community researchers contributed a culturally based approach that gave the 
fi ndings greater validity and grounded them in community expectations. Th e 
fi ndings show that culture is key in every aspect of nehp’s work. In order to 
connect with the Aboriginal community the organization needs to eff ectively 
communicate respect, cultural appreciation, and reciprocity.
 nehp’s work is experimental. It sees community as a multidimensional 
social environment in which change in one dimension will have only limited 
eff ects unless supplemented by work in others. Th e program uses a structural 
approach to address neighbourhood decline. While there are no limits to the 
scope of such a task, there are indications that nehp is having an impact. Th is 
is particularly the case in terms of the local housing market and the general 
social climate within nehp clusters. It is possible that these impacts could 
become cumulative. Just as some factors may compound to intensify decline, so 
it is possible that positive outcomes may build on each other to create positive 
cycles of neighbourhood renewal. Th is book presents evidence that this may 
be occurring in nehp’s neighbourhoods.
 nehp communities are not unlike many others across the country. nehp’s 
work deserves to be examined for its relevance not only to declining urban 
neighbourhoods but to any community aff ected by the compound elements of 
poverty. Th is project has pioneered comprehensive and technically innovative 
approaches to ced. Its work appears to be producing positive outcomes. Th ese 
are documented in the pages that follow.
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