
Janice took her business plan to the

lender which had supplied the farm’s credit.

She stated her need for a loan and was

promptly told to bring in her husband. Re-

luctantly, she agreed. Once he had appar-

ently co-signed the documents, Janice got

her money. The catering business took off.

In less than a year she had repaid the loan.

Proud of her achievement, Janice wanted to

prove her credit history and asked the bank

for documentation. To her amazement, she

found the loan had been recorded in the

name of her husband alone and she was back

at square one.

I ran into Janice recently at a provincial

meeting where she catered a delicious

lunch. We chuckled over the experience;

her frustration has subsided. She told me

that she is busy booking weddings and

events for 1999. Business is booming. She

plans to put up a commercial kitchen on the

farm this fall. And, most importantly, she has

her own line of credit and no hassle from the

bank these days. “I now have the confidence

to go in there and demand to have a loan on

my terms,” she told me.

Stories like this are common. Even if

they can get self-employment training,

women like Janice hit a glass wall when they

go looking for start-up capital - not huge

amounts of capital, just some money to ad-

vertise or to purchase computers or sup-

plies.

WRED’s response to the issue of access

to capital has been to launch its own fund,

the Rural Enterprise Loan Fund, which

makes graduated loans of up to 53,000 to

new entrepreneurs. With assistance from

local partners (Community Futures organi-

zations, in two instances), WRED co-ordi-

nates the loan application process and

assembles a loan review committee. The

committee recommends whether the loans

should be considered or not, and refers

them to partner lending institutions (credit

unions, usually). WRED then raises a guar-

antee pool for each loan site. This attempt

to provide clientele with a modest amount

of credit has recently received backing from

a consortium comprising the Farm Credit

Corporation, the Business Development

Bank of Canada, and Credit Union Central

of Canada. The Canadian Alternative In-

vestment Co-operative, operated by relig-

ious groups, and the Credit Union

Foundation have also supplied loans to our

guarantee pool.

To date, the loan fund has had no de-

faults. This we attribute to our loan appli-

cation process, which has the loan review

committee interview applicants. In many

cases, the committee actually provides valu-

able business advice to prospective borrow-

ers. Our experience tells us that simply

having a loan fund is not sufficient. Access

to credit must go hand-in-hand with busi-
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When Women and Rural Economic Development (WRED)

launched a self-employment training program in southwest On-

tario in 1994, Janice was one of the first participants. A trained chef, farm

partner, and mother of preschool children, she decided to start a catering

business. She quickly became quite busy with her new business but had to do

the prep work at the catering site because her own kitchen did not have the

mandatory three sinks and other requirements. She needed $5,000 to get her

home kitchen to a point where the health unit would sanction commercial

food preparation.
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ness training and/or one-on-one techni-

cal assistance.Otherwise,wemay justbe

leading the borrower into more debt.

Access to capital continues to be an

issue for women in business. Women

who have been in business for years are

still being asked to have their hus-

bands come in and co-sign notes. And

for those women whose business is too

small or too new, or for those who have

no credit history or a poor credit his-

tory, microloans will be the only hope

for finding the money they need.

WRED is committed to making

such loans. We believe that the broader

community including both the public

and private sector, has a role to play in

supporting initiatives like the Rural

Enterprise Loan Fund. The Fund

reaches a sector where the need is very

high and where, for a comparatively

small investment, there is potential for

greet social and economic benefit.�

CAROL ROCK is executive director
of Women and Rural Economic Devel-
opment, based in Stratford, Ontario.
Reach her at (tel) 519-273-5017, (fax)
519-273-4826, (email) wred@sen-
tex.net

STRATEGIC ALTERNATIVES
TO CORE FUNDING

Is there life after core funding? WRED might an-
swer with a qualified “yes.”

WRED was founded subsequent to a 1993
conference in Guelph attended by over 150
women from across Ontario. They identified
access to capital and the need for self-employ-
ment training and technical assistance as major
barriers to their participation in the rural econ-
omy. But no sooner was WRED launched than
the closure of an Ontario government pro-
gram put the organization in jeopardy. Our
core funding gone, we had to set out very de-
liberately to find some strategic alternatives.

First, we had to create a diversified funding
base. Other WRED projects were funded by a
variety of private and government agencies.
Critical to this process of diversification was a
staff who were willing to accept pay cuts and a
board with the faith to keep going in the midst
of a cash flow crunch.

A second survival strategy has been the
creation of alliances with other agencies. We
have learned that an organization cannot be all
things to all people; WRED has to examine
thoroughly each opportunity which appears.
We must ensure that the work fits with our
mission. We have to judge whether we have
the capacity to take on and complete the pro-
ject.

If we don’t have the capacity, somebody
else might. Sometimes we pursue a venture in
partnership with another organization which
has technical expertise that we lack. WRED’s
self-employment training program was a part-
nership with another Ontario organization,
Self-employment Development Initiatives.

The logic of an alliance need not always be
so transparent. A recent advertisement in a
southwestern Ontario paper sought a financial
manager for two agencies, the local associa-
tion for community living and the regional con-
servation authority. This combination will
supply both agencies with necessary technical
expertise that they could not afford on their
own. But for this or any other alliance to suc-
ceed, care must be taken to build the relation-
ship over time.

Simply sharing resources is also an effective
strategy for community development organiza-
tions. WRED recently co-ordinated the co-lo-

cation of its headquarters in Stratford, Ontario
with a private trainer and with the local com-
munity college. By sharing reception, tele-
phone, and resource libraries, each
organization gains economic efficiencies.

Financing and sustaining a community eco-
nomic development organization in Canada to-
day requires an entrepreneurial attitude and
staff who are committed and prepared to
make personal sacrifices in order to survive. In
less than five years, WRED has grown an or-
ganization which provides development serv-
ices to women across Ontario. This has been
accomplished without core funding.

But the lesson here is not that core funding
is “optional.” Very few organizations can sus-
tain this kind of basic community development
work without core funding. WRED itself has
had to struggle to survive. The lesson is that
this programming is essential, that it can be de-
livered cost effectively (to even the most iso-
lated rural communities), and that it deserves
both recognition and investment from the pub-
lic and private sectors.

Despite a wide reputation for supporting
third-world development, Canada is neglect-
ing women’s development domestically. Cur-
rently there is no national mechanism or
programming to support organizations which
serve women’s economic development. While
Quebec has made great strides in identifying
and addressing the needs of social and eco-
nomic development there is little to cheer
about in the rest of Canada. Women are no
longer considered a “target” of HRDC and are
therefore not eligible for self-employment as-
sistance nor access to other training programs
if they have had no recent attachment to the
workforce.

For the most part, the formal economic de-
velopment sector ignores microenterprise de-
velopment, particularly women’s
microenterprise. This is indeed regrettable. It
has been WRED’s experience that social bene-
fits often outweigh the dollar returns from mi-
croenterprise. This is not to discount the
monetary benefits. Women who have been
through WRED’s various enterprise develop-
ment programs have generated over $9 mil-
lion in gross sales. We challenge Canadian
government, business, and other institutions
to accept some responsibility for this impor-
tant work.

“...this programming is

essential, ...it can be

delivered cost effectively

(to even the most isolated

rural communities),

& it deserves both

recognition &

investment from the

public & private sectors.”
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