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Minister’s Dialogue with the Nonprofit/Voluntary Sector
Executive Summary

“The work is challenging and invigorating; it stimulates passion and perseverance and learning.”
Quote from Online Dialogue

Between December 16, 2009 and February 26, 2010, the Honourable Lindsay Blackett, Minister
of Culture and Community Spirit engaged in a dialogue with the nonprofit/voluntary sector. Six
regional dialogue meetings were conducted in Fort McMurray, Grande Prairie, Lethbridge,
Calgary, Red Deer and Edmonton. An online dialogue was hosted on the Culture and
Community Spirit website to enable access to individuals who wished to have input but were not
able to participate in the regional dialogues. The purpose of the dialogue was to identify
challenges and opportunities for government and the sector to work better together to help
support healthy and vibrant communities.

A total of 190 people from the nonprofit/voluntary sector attended the regional dialogues and
over 200 participated in the online dialogue.

Several key themes emerged and were repeated throughout the Minister's Dialogue:

o Capacity of Sector Organizations: Nonprofit/voluntary organizations are facing challenges
related to their capacity to meet increasing and/or diverse service needs. Groups may not
always be aware of promising practices within a region or the province.

e Sector Evolution: The evolution of the nonprofit/voluntary sector in the province has
resulted in strengths and weaknesses. There is interest within the sector to examine models
to increase sustainability.

e Relationship with Government: There are challenges experienced by both the sector and
government in their working relationship with each other, including determining the balance
in reporting requirements.

e Diversity and Inclusion of Under-represented Groups: There are groups in society who
are not actively represented in the sector, including at the volunteer and leadership level.

¢ Human Resource Capacity: The ability to attract and retain current and future workers and
volunteers is an ongoing concern. Collaborative approach to benefits for workers was
raised.

¢ Promoting the Value of the Sector: The breadth of work undertaken by the sector and the
positive impact on the Alberta economy and quality of life is not well understood by
Albertans and could be better communicated. Accessible information on the sector is
needed.

e Sustainable Funding: Access to ongoing, sustainable funding from public and private
sources remains a critical and pressing challenge.

Participants expressed appreciation for the Minister's commitment to ongoing dialogue,
including future sessions.

Participants in both the regional dialogues and the online dialogue identified that underlying
these key themes is a sector that is committed to making a difference in the community and is
fueled by passionate volunteers and dedicated staff.
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Regional Dialogue Summary

Participant Comments: Fort McMurray - December 16, 2009

Capacity Challenges of Sector Organizations
e There is growing need for access to workable, affordable office and program space.
e There is a desire to communicate more and “connect” across region and sub-sector,
however it requires contact information, effective communication mechanisms and more

time.

e |tis often difficult to access information on the sector including current research and
studies.

e Training is needed for the sector in risk management and how to catalyze shared
services.

Human Resources Challenges of Sector Organizations
e The Fort McMurray region is characterized by a relatively transient population of
volunteers, staff and clients.

Funding Challenges of Sector Organizations
e Concern about the prevalence of short term and/or project funding versus long term
funding with flexibility.
e Corporate sector support has decreased since the recession began.

Participant Comments: Grande Prairie — December 17, 2009

Challenges of Sector Organizations in Smaller Communities

e Relative to Edmonton and Calgary, the region has a smaller population to draw on for
volunteers, board leaders and funding partners.

e The cost of audits is becoming a growing problem — especially in a community with
fewer audit professionals supplying the service. There is a need to review the Societies
Act.

o Itis difficult to connect with other regional or related sub-sector organizations.
There are increasing expectations for the sector to advocate for the community.

e Populations and demographics in the area are changing and assistance is required to
adapt.

Government-Related Challenges

e Provincial government departments need to work together in a more seamless manner;
there is concern that participation in one department’s program may make organizations
ineligible for new funding from another department.

e Social Service organizations often act as a bridge between different departments to
advocate for clients who have fallen through the cracks.

e Government has created quasi-government organizations which then compete with local
organizations for funding.

e Government staff in Edmonton are not aware of what is happening at the grass roots
level or what northerners must do to make things happen, yet they make decisions on
eligibility criteria for funding.

¢ Government has a role to help organizations apply to appropriate funders and to connect
organizations with similar intentions.
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Participant Comments: Lethbridge — Januar

Human Resources Challenges of Sector Organizations

e There is a need to attract and retain youth as employees and volunteers. Potential
solutions could include:
o An expanded STEP! program;

Funded internships;

Forgiving of student loans in exchange for volunteer service;

Longer term contracts through stable funding;

Expanded Co-op Programs;

Providing school credits for volunteer hours; and

Increased use of technology.

e The question was raised as to whether it would be possible for government support to
create more prevalent and attractive workforce benefit packages. The sector has already
created OASSIS Employee Benefit Plan®.

e Recognition and financing for the training role provided by some sector organizations
would be beneficial.

OO0OO0O0OO0OoOo

Funding Challenges of Sector Organizations
¢ Government support to existing sector efforts to educate on fundraising process and
other staff training would be appreciated.
e There is a large burden of bureaucratic reporting to multiple funders, including
government ministries.

Capacity Challenges of Sector Organizations
e The desire to communicate more and “connect” across organizations and with funders
was discussed.
¢ Incentives and resources for co-location are needed.

Participant Comments: Calgar

Provincial Government Activity related Challenges

e ltis challenging to deal with multiple ministries. The sector would be better served if
Ministries could collaborate more. The question was raised as to whether a common
form or access point or one stop shop could be created so that organizations would only
need one point of contact with government.

e The example of Service Alberta’s BizPal? was cited as an innovative project that provides
entrepreneurs with simplified access to information on permits and licences that they
need to establish and run their businesses.

e The toughest decision for funders is deciding which projects have the greatest
community impact.

e A question was raised as to whether government could encourage Albertans to “give-
back” through donations.

¢ It would be beneficial if government could find a way to better assess the effectiveness
of sector organizations it funds.
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Funding Challenges of Sector Organizations

o Government’s funding challenge should not be about the number of sector organizations
but about the effectiveness and accessibility of their programs or services.

¢ All funders should be better informed of challenges facing sector organizations and
potential solutions. The question was raised as to whether there be another ANVSI
Funders Forum.

¢ Organizations should be able to focus their efforts on specifically identified outcomes
and not required to focus on externally imposed measures of activity that may not be
related to outcomes.
Organizations must encourage and enhance the “giving side” of private corporations.

¢ Some sector organizations are finding creative ways to reduce audit costs.
Other examples of cost-saving measures included shared administrative services and
shared office and program space.

Aboriginal Issues - Inclusion in the broader discussion
e Aboriginal organizations are doing many good things and should be seen as a positive
support and asset to the NPV sector.

Participant Comments: Red Deer — Februar

Promoting Value of the Sector
e There is a need to emphasize the positive return on investment to funders and society.
e The nonprofit/voluntary sector is Alberta’s essential “social infrastructure.”
e There is a need to identify, bolster and promote the value of working in the sector
including government assistance on an Employee Benefit Program.

Capacity Challenges of Sector Organizations

e Recruitment and retention of staff, board members and volunteers is increasingly
difficult.

e Training through web-based video conferencing supported by Culture and Community
Spirit would be beneficial — especially board development/ governance training for board
members.

Organizations could collaborate more readily if ministries worked together.

e Although collaboration is a solution, the government must recognize the associated

costs.

Funding Challenges of Sector Organizations
¢ It would be beneficial to determine what more could be done to tap the corporate sector
for funding and volunteers.
e The costs of non-program components of administration, reporting, audits and computer
software are high.
e The use of outcome measures was supported, yet reporting can be onerous.
e There is increasing competition for a few constrained funding pools.
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Participant Comments: Edmonton - Februar

Sector Networking and Dialogue
¢ Participants indicated satisfaction with the opportunity to have a dialogue with each other
and also with the Minister.
e More sector/government meetings would be welcomed, especially if there was more
time allowed for sector interaction.

Provincial Government Activity related Challenges

e Policy will be improved by inviting the sector early to policy discussions.

¢ Nonprofit/voluntary sector clients often have complex challenges.

o Government silos, regulations and accountability requirements can be a barrier to
effective service delivery.

e Sector organizations cannot gain access to government programs that are designed for
businesses.

¢ Government should focus on the root causes of poverty. Focus on the foundational
issues.

Capacity Challenges of Sector Organizations
e There is a desire to connect and collaborate across sector, yet there are many barriers.
e |tis difficult to access information on the sector; research, studies and innovative
practices.

Funding Challenges of Sector Organizations
e The ability to access the limited pools of funding was noted. There is a perception of an
uneven playing field for large and small organizations. Each has unique challenges.
e Some government funding rules are simply too restrictive.
Some funding cuts will not likely save money. For example, clients with complex needs
will continue to have complex needs and if removed from one funding program, they will
become clients of another program or service.
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Online Dialogue Summary
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* Source: www.wordle.net. Wordle is a tool for generating “word clouds” from text. The clouds
give greater prominence to words that appear more frequently in the source text.

Online Dialogue Question 1: What is going well with the work you are doing?

e Respondents overwhelmingly indicated that they are satisfied that they are making a
difference in their community. Whether it was seniors housing, arts promotions,
aboriginal programs, crisis response lines, aid to developing countries, sports teams or
children’s programs, respondents indicated that they were providing benefit to the health
and vitality of their community.

e Other comments about what is going well included passionate and committed
volunteers; improving relationships between organizations and funders; benefits from
networking and collaboration; increasing public awareness of community needs; and
benefits from improved use of technology.

Online Dialogue Question 2: What are the major challenges you face?

¢ Funding was the most frequently cited challenge facing organizations. There were many
dimensions to the challenge. The lack of ongoing, sustainable funding was frequently
cited as the major challenge. Some respondents reported frustrations with the time
involved in the tasks of locating and applying for funding and responding to
accountability requirements of funding. The matching donations required by some grant
programs were mentioned as a batrrier.

e Other dimensions of funding as a challenge included increasing costs of supplies and
administration and the impact these rising costs have on program delivery; as well as the
inability to pay staff a competitive salary.

e Some cited their major challenge as being a complex relationship with government,
especially when dealing with more than one ministry. One respondent cited a need for
more policy dialogue between the nonprofit sector and government.


http://www.wordle.net/
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Online Dialogue Summary

Online Dialogue Question 3 - What do you see as priority areas to ensure service
continues to be provided to Albertans who are the most vulnerable?

Funding for prevention and early intervention initiatives were cited by a number of
respondents as priorities. Other suggestions included providing more flexibility in funding
for agencies by providing adequate multi-year funding support with less onerous
reporting requirements.

Several identified strengthening the relationship with government as a priority —
specifically that policy should be created on a cross-ministerial basis and in partnership
with the organizations who will be delivering the programs.

Online Dialogue Question 4 - What practices have been effective in managing your
organization’s operations to meet your mandate in these challenging times?

Respondents indicated that most organizations are coping, but some noted that given
the degree and nature of the cuts they’ve had to make they have concerns for the longer
term. Many indicated that cuts have been made to areas that don’'t immediately affect
clients such as administration, salaries and supplies.
Where numbers of staff had to be reduced, volunteers have often stepped forward to
help fill the gaps. Concerns were expressed about the sustainability of this increased
reliance on volunteers before volunteer burnout sets in. Volunteers still need to be
supervised and their contributions coordinated.
Some indicated that their strong leadership, an increased focus on core services and the
practice of continually evaluating programs to ensure best practices are being followed
was helping.
A number spoke of seeking out, or reinforcing, collaboration, partnership and sharing of
services and being proactive in terms of communicating with their government.
Numerous other practices were identified, including:

o Diversification of funding sources
Shared services (HR, Administration, IT, etc.)
Co-location
Searching for and implementing innovative practices
Being efficient
Seeking sector partners
Seeking community partners
Seeking corporate partners
Re-focusing on core services
Green practices (reduce, reuse, recycle)
Volunteers working longer hours
More fundraising
More evaluation of current practices
Strong administration
Strong fiscal management
Quiality staffing
Communications planning
Delaying repairs
Sharing events with others in sector

OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OOOO0OOOOOOOO
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Online Dialogue Summary

Online Dialogue Question 5 - What successes and challenges have you had in working
with other organizations to address community needs?
¢ There were a number of examples of leveraging limited resources through collaboration
or partnership with others in the sector. However, it was also noted that time and
resources must be invested in collaborations to be successful.
¢ Partnering with government was a challenge due to a perceived lack of continuity of
program guidelines and contact persons.
e A few respondents noted that “others” including citizens, sister organizations, funders or
governments, did not fully understand the benefit of their organization to the community.

Online Dialogue Question 6 - Financial support aside, what could the provincial
government do to help you address these major challenges?

o A few respondents said that the provincial government could assist in promoting the
value of the sector and volunteerism through marketing - helping the public understand
the essential contributions of the sector and encourage corporate philanthropy.

e Other suggestions included:

0 Continuing to offer training opportunities;

0 Exploring incentives like tax breaks to promote volunteerism;

0 Introducing mechanisms in government to generate horizontal strategies that
recognize the whole person;

0 Assisting with research into barriers to access; and

0 Considering providing surplus or under-utilized government space for sector
offices or programs.

Online Dialogue Question 7 - Who else could help?
e Suggestions for who else could help included:

0 Local businesses should be engaged in local communities;

0 Work across ministries and between levels of government should be more
responsive and enabling (less red tape);

o0 Capacity building organizations (e.g. Edmonton Chamber of Voluntary
Organizations, Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations or Volunteer
Alberta) play a critical role;

o Organizations should support each other more at the local and sub-sector level,

o0 The support of foundations is essential to the functioning of the sector; and

0 Volunteers are the engine of the sector — sector, as a whole, should do more
promotion of volunteerism.

Online Dialogue Question 8 - Other comments on the Non-profit/Voluntary Sector.

e Many respondents indicated that the Minister’s Dialogue was seen as an important
discussion. People who participated are now looking to see action on some of the
suggestions.

e There is significant pride in the nonprofit/voluntary sector. Many noted the valuable
volunteers and staff and indicated that the sector is full of committed, passionate
people who share similar values and beliefs about community service.

e The work of the sector creates social value which generates tangible economic
benefits. The sector needs to be valued equally with the private and public sector. A
strong voluntary, social profit sector is a key pillar of life in Alberta. We need the
private, public and voluntary sectors working together to improve quality of life for all.
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End Notes

1 Summer Temporary Employment Program (STEP) is a program element under the Training
for Work program. It was developed by Alberta Employment and Immigration and community
partners to help students who would benefit from temporary employment during the spring and
summer months.

STEP encourages the hiring of students across Alberta during the months of May to August. Its
primary intent is to provide meaningful summer employment to:

¢ stimulate the creation of new and/or additional employment opportunities,

e stimulate the creation of career-related employment opportunities for students,

o stimulate the creation of employment for students studying away from home, in their
home communities,

e enhance employer awareness to youth workers and the unique contributions they can
make to an organization,

e support skill development opportunities

Community-based, not-for-profit organizations can apply for STEP funding.

For more information on STEP, go to: http://www.employment.alberta.ca/CES/3158.html

2 OASSISis a not-for-profit employee benefits provider for community-based organizations in
Canada. For more information on OASSIS: http://www.oassisplan.com

3 BizPaL is an innovative project that provides entrepreneurs with simplified access to the
information on permits and licenses that they need to establish and run their businesses. This
unique partnership among federal, provincial, territorial, regional and local governments is
designed to cut through the paperwork burden and red tape that small business owners
encounter.


http://www.employment.alberta.ca/CES/3158.html
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