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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Women’s Economic Council National Conference on September 10-11, 2014 
in Toronto, Ontario had the following highlights, based on 20 surveys received:
• 37 women registered and attended the conference from across Canada
• 5 cluster site host organizations attended from coast to coast
• The conference held three concurrent workshops on marketing & promotion, 
 sustainability, and cooperatives
• The conference had two keynote presentations: Financing your Social   
 Enterprises & Business Challenges and Opportunities Facing Community   
 Enterprises
• 85% of participants indicated a positive conference experience of 8-10 
• 80% of participants attended both days of the conference
• Participants used such adjectives to describe the conference as motivating,  
 encouraging, hopeful, inspiring, informative, exciting, confirming, positive   
 and well planned
• Participants learned many things at the conference, some of which are:  
 having a better understanding of who WEC is; hearing other women’s 
 experiences; making connections in the WEC network; becoming
 motivated to work together; finding there are many women across the 
 country committed to women’s entrepreneurship and CED work; and
 recognizing the need to create a WECipedia! 
• Participants’ comments frequently reflected satisfaction with the workshop   
 themes and content, cluster presentations and networking with one another 
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INTRODUCTION
The Women’s Economic Council (WEC) held a national meeting with thirty-
seven of their partners and invited guests to review outcomes from the “cluster 
project” and to share information about community economic development, social 
enterprise and co-operative development.The conference heard from grassroot 
representatives working on local enterprises as well as from entrepreneurs who 
are socially inclined and developing businesses with community impact. WEC 
also engaged experts working in the social enterprise and financial sectors as 
keynote speakers for the event. Workshops themes included branding through 
social media, the business of social enterprises development and learning about a 
toolkit that captures the financial and social impact analysis of a social enterprise 
or cooperative development. 

THE WOMEN’S ECONOMIC COUNCIL
The Women’s Economic Council (WEC) was founded in 1998 to advance 
women-centred community economic development to improve the lives of women, 
their families and their communities. WEC is a nationally incorporated, not-for-profit 
charitable organization of women-centred community economic development 
organizations and practitioners. 

Vision:     Economic security for every woman.
Mission:  Advancing women’s community economic development to improve the                   
                 lives of women, their families and communities.

WEC focuses on capacity building and development for women and their organi-
zations, research development, advocacy, and networking and communications. 
Over the years, WEC has embarked on a number of exciting projects that have 
created opportunities for women such as training in leadership development and 
financial literacy; researching important CED issues impacting Aboriginal and 
Immigrant women and piloting a national CED model that brings women and 
community leaders together to collaborate and support social enterprise and 
cooperatives as organizational models for women’s CED. WEC continues to open 
doors for women and their organizations across Canada, developing important 
CED tools and bringing a woman’s perspective to community economic 
development. 



THE CLUSTER PROJECT AT A GLANCE
The 2014 WEC National Conference was focused around the project Empowering 
Women’s Enterprises and Networks. This project is a unique national clustering 
project that brings together women from many different segments of the Canadian 
population (Immigrant, Aboriginal, Urban, Rural), empowering them to build their 
enterprises, professional networks, capacities and opportunities for long term 
sustainability and economic security. 

This pilot project is intended to directly support women and to increase their 
economic security and thus their ability to participate more fully in the economic, 
social and democratic life of Canada.

WHO IS INVOLVED
Currently, WEC is working with five women-led hosts, the majority of whom serve 
marginalized women, with a priority of serving Aboriginal and Immigrant women as 
well as isolated women from remote areas of Canada.  
The following five hosts have become regional partners with WEC: 
     - WISE in Newfoundland, in transition  (For the Love of Bell Island)
     - PARO is Thunder Bay Ontario, www.paro.ca 
     - NEWC in Winnipeg Manitoba, www.newcentre.org
     - Common Thread in Vancouver British Columbia, www.commonthreadcoop.ca
     - Oneida Nation of the Thames, Ontario
Our host partners work with the cluster site(s) in their communities or regions by 
providing activities to directly support project goals and desired outcomes. 

ACTIVITIES
To date, each cluster has successfully completed a number of activities that align 
with the cluster project goals to increase capacity, networking, and the sustainable 
livelihood of women in the clusters including engaging business leaders in the 
community, workshops, job training programs, webinars and collaborative  
partnerships.  

OUTCOMES
Outcomes to note include new enterprise and social enterprise formation, 
co-branding and marketing campaigns between women’s organizations, current 
enterprise sustainability and growth, job placement, and secured grants and loans 
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The five cluster sites across canada gave presentations on their involve-
ment and highlighted outcomes from participating in the cluster project.

COMMON THREAD - VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA
‘LES GALS ETHICAL GOODS’
Focusing on creating employment for marginalized women through sewing 
training and production coaching, Common Thread is an environmentally 
responsible social enterprise that reclaims street material that would 
otherwise go to landfill. As the host for the cluster in Vancouver, Common 
Thread supported the formation of a group of women working in social 
enterprises, as successful entrepreneurs, and organizations working to 
support women in BC. The main focus of this cluster has been to look at a 
number of co-marketing, training exchanges, and co-locating opportunities 
for the group. The group successfully launched a joint marketing campaign 
over the 2013 holidays, branding themselves as ‘Les Gals Ethical Goods’ 
which is a collection of products from six locally owned enterprises that 
incorporate fair trade at home and abroad, caring workplaces, upcycling 
and co-operating. The group piloted their collection at craft fairs, members 
retail outlets and on their Facebook page. The group continues to 
explore further co-marketing initiatives to strengthen their own respective 
organizations by working together. 

PARO CENTRE FOR WOMEN’S ENTERPRISE - NORTHERN ONTARIO
At PARO Centre for Women’s Enterprise, they seek to empower women 
within their communities, strengthen small business and promote  
community economic development (CED) through integrated and  
women-centered program delivery. PARO has supported the formation and 
development of a number of women’s clusters throughout Northern Ontario 
including: the Tippy Canoe Cluster, the Sudbury Women’s Centre Cluster, 
the Marathon Cluster, the Pic River First Nation Cluster, and the Ladies 
That Launch Cluster. These clusters are comprised of artisans, women  
running small businesses, and women looking to open their own business. 
As well, PARO has formed an Innovation Cluster Table, which brings  
together successful women entrepreneurs to discuss strategies on how to 
strengthen and advance Northern Ontario’s women’s businesses. PARO 
continues to support all women, but has also taken a targeted approach 
to urban and rural/remote Aboriginal communities as well as Francophone 
communities. 
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NORTH END WOMEN’S CENTRE - WINNIPEG, MANITOBA
NEWC formed a cluster comprised of women living in their transitional 
housing who are making The Up Shoppe’s (NEWC’s social enterprise 
for donated clothing) baby layette products to sell. This cluster acts as 
an avenue to enhance the social enterprise while also building 
employment and life skills in the participants. In 2013, NEWC also had 
the opportunity to organize and host a panel discussion on the topic of 
“Women in CED” at the 2013 CCEDNet Gathering in Winnipeg. This 
was an important opportunity to speak about the barriers that women 
face in the CED field as well as the successes and unique attributes 
that females bring to their work. 

FOR THE LOVE OF BELL ISLAND - BELL ISLAND, NEWFOUNDLAND
Originally a cluster formed by WISE (Women Interested in Successful 
Employment) out of St. John’s, this cluster took on it’s own identity as 
‘For the Love of Bell Island’ on Bell Island. The goal of this cluster is to 
help women start new businesses or strengthen their current business 
on the island. This group of women are learning about how business 
can be used to increase their personal income and standard of living as 
well as providing them with the non-financial benefits such as 
personal satisfaction. The group is exploring whether a business 
association should be established for the island so business 
opportunities for residents can continue to be fostered.  

ONEIDA FOOD SECURITY/SOVEREIGNTY - ONEIDA NATION OF THE 
THAMES, ONTARIO
Oneida Gardeners Cluster was created when Jessica Hill (previous 
National Project Manager on the Cluster Project) pursued her passion 
for food security and food sovereignty. The cluster formed around a 
group of knowledgeable food security/sovereignty gardeners who 
supported the project as mentors. A proposal was written with guidance 
and presented to the Chief and Council, which then in turn was 
communicated to the Health department. Relating the project to 
community health as well, with food costing being an important issue to 
tackle, the cluster received funding to build 41, 4’x4’ gardens for 
households and community volunteers. The project is now harvesting 
their crops at Oneida Nation of the Thames.  
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MARTY DONKERVOORT, KEYNOTE SPEAKER
As the Globe and Mail has recently noted, Marty’s business career leads from Bay St 
to Main Street. Over the past three decades, Marty has held senior positions in the 
private corporate sector, the public sector and in the social economy, most recently in 
Winnipeg’s inner-city North End. In the social economy, Marty founded A-way Express, 
a social enterprise courier service in Toronto, mentored The Big Carrot worker co-op 
in the retail health food sector, then founded and managed Inner City Renovation, a 
social enterprise in the construction sector in Winnipeg’s North End. He has started and 
managed a successful consulting practice, taught a business course at Ryerson University 
in the 80’s and more recently is teaching various business courses on social enterprise 
and management in non-profit sector at the University of Winnipeg and co-ops at the 
University of Manitoba. Marty is a leader in community economic development, being a 
past or current director of the Canadian Worker Co-op Federation, the Worker Owner 
Development Foundation, and the Social Enterprise Council of Canada among others. 
Marty Donkervoort holds a B.Sc.F. in timber engineering (U of Toronto) and M.B.A. with an 
emphasis on marketing (Schulich School of Business, York University).
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HEATHER SIMPSON, KEYNOTE SPEAKER
Heather Simpson has over 15 years of experience in driving and supporting the growth of 
socially focused organizations, from a research, development and business development 
perspective. Heather earned an MBA in Marketing and Strategic Management from the 
Schulich School of Business and a BA in Economics from Kalamazoo College. Heather’s 
professional experience includes; Wellspring Cancer Support Foundation where she 
specialized in resource development and social enterprise strategies; International 
Finance Corporation (World Bank Group), where she was involved in establishing the 
Environmental Business Finance Program which provided financing to environmentally 
focused SMEs in developing countries and the Indigenous Business Finance Program 
which provided financing to small businesses owned and operated by indigenous peoples; 
and CDC Group (formerly the Commonwealth Development Corporation) the world’s 
oldest Development Finance Institution and a true pioneer in the field of social finance.  
In a voluntary capacity Heather currently serves as a member of the Peer Review Panel 
for Imagine Canada’s new Standards Program, and as a Tier Reviewer for United Way 
Toronto. As the Director – Community Accounts at Alterna Savings, Heather is responsible 
for overseeing Alterna’s microfinance programs, as well as Alterna’s banking and credit 
services for the non-profit, co-operative and social enterprise community.  
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ETHEL CÔTÉ, WORKSHOP PRESENTER: COOPERATIVES
Over the last 30 years Ethel Côté has assisted the development of numerous social 
enterprises and co-operatives in a variety of sectors, including agricultural, agrifood, 
cultural, housing and childcare. In addition to teaching college and university, she has 
acquired a solid background in diversification of funding sources (mobilising more than 
16.5 M$), management, research, community strategic planning and organizational 
development as well as communication. In 2006, Ethel joined the Canadian Center for 
Community Renewal and she is still an associate. Ethel Côté holds a Canadian Agriculture 
Lifetime Leadership University Certificate and a Master in Community Economic 
Development from Concordia University.  For the last 20 years, she has been actively 
involved with women who are investing time to create collective businesses.  She trained 
mentors, she developed curriculum about economic development and entrepreneurial 
development with a gender perspective. She is a resource person supporting social 
enterprise development in Quartier du Monde - for Women of the world - an international 
network of women’s groups.

SUSAN HENRY, KEYNOTE SPEAKER
Susan Henry has over 20 years experience in the micro-finance arena, both at the 
Calmeadow Metrofund and with Alterna Savings, an Ontario based credit union. She 
manages the Alterna Savings Community Micro Finance Program and the Community 
Loan Funds Partnership Programs.  At Alterna Savings she spearheaded the creation of 
a Networking Café to help members network and expand their business skills. Speaking 
regularly on financing for small business to potential entrepreneurs at many GTA and 
Ottawa based organizations, she addresses over 1000 potential small business owners 
each year. Susan is also an acknowledged leader in the field of Community Economic 
Development in Canada, and has advised policy makers and practitioners in the area of 
Micro Finance. Susan studied Business Administration at Seneca College and was invited 
by Harvard University to participate in an Executive Program on Financial Institutions for 
Private Enterprise Development. She is a current Board Member at Toronto Business 
Development Centre and an Advisory Committee member for the Canadian Women 
Foundation –Centre for Women’s Economic Development.
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ANNE JAMIESON, WORKSHOP PRESENTER: SUSTAINABILITY
Anne Jamieson joined the Toronto Enterprise Fund in 2003. In addition to overseeing 
grants to a portfolio of social enterprises, Anne is committed to building a strong, 
vibrant and sustainable social enterprise sector in Canada. She launched the Canadian 
Conference on Social Enterprise series in 2004, is a founding member of the Social 
Enterprise Council of Canada, and co-chairs the Ontario Social Economy Roundtable. 
Anne’s background is in small business development and, for contrast, international 
commercial finance. Anne holds an MBA from Ivey, and an Honours BA from U of T; she is 
bilingual in English and French.



DARCY BOUCHER, WORKSHOP PRESENTER: MARKETING AND PROMOTION 
THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA, AND PANELIST
Public relations professional and entrepreneur by day, Naval Reservist in the Canadian 
Forces by night; Darcy’s passion is for people. After living across Canada and in Mexico, 
she speaks English, French, and Spanish and harbors a deep affection for words and 
language. Her extensive experience across multiple spectrums in the PR industry; from the 
fashion world to working with tech startups, prepped her to start her own business in 2013. 
Thus Bowda PR, Communications & Consulting, a creative boutique PR agency, was born. 
Darcy’s motivation and inspiration for starting Bowda was entrepreneurship, with their tag-
line appropriately being “we are passionate about what you do”. 
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KADIE WARD, PANELIST
Kadie Ward founded Build Strong Cities Corp. to support community economic 
development by creating programs and content that allows people to express themselves 
and improve their community. Kadie believes that community economic development 
(CED) is effective when it is inclusive, collaborative, sustainable, when it elevates potential, 
lifts people out of poverty, and creates prosperity.
Kadie worked in economic development with municipal government for 12 years before 
founding Build Strong Cities.  Since 2012 she has worked with over 45 cities from 12 
countries.  Many of the economic development programs she designed aim to support 
women and youth to participate in local Community Economic Development (CED). Kadie 
has worked with women all over the world as well as within communities here in Canada. 
Kadie is also an award-winning multi-media producer, who has created and activated 
several targeted campaigns aimed at supporting community economic development.  
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KATHARINE CORNFIELD, PANELIST
Katharine Cornfield is a forward-thinking small business owner and social entrepreneur 
with more than 20 years of diverse experience building welcoming, inclusive communities. 
Katharine is co-owner of Malcolm Gibb Realty Ltd., an independent real estate brokerage 
serving community-minded individuals and organizations, and co-founder and Chair 
of Neighbourhood Refresh, a non-profit providing pro-bono preliminary design and 
architectural consulting services to mission-driven organizations. Before her shift towards 
entrepreneurial endeavours, Katharine served as Director of Integration Promotion at 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada; as Special Advisor to the Ministers of Citizenship 
and Immigration, Revenue, and Secretary of State Asia-Pacific; and as Program Manager 
at the Canada US Fulbright Foundation.  An active community member, Katharine has 
volunteered in various capacities with the YMCA-YWCA, Junior Achievement, and 
most recently the Women’s Leadership Foundation. Katharine holds a BA in Canadian 
Studies from Trent University, and a professional certificate in Public Sector and Non-
Profit Marketing from the Sprott School of Business at Carleton University.  She is also a 
licensed Realtor® and member of the Canadian Real Estate Association (CREA).



KEYNOTE SPEAKERS
The Alterna Savings keynote speakers Heather Simpson and Susan Henry shared 
their knowledge about obtaining financial contributions to develop social enterpris-
es and cooperatives. Understanding and planning the kind of information to pres-
ent when approaching a financial institution, and ways this information is assessed 
to determine viability were useful to the participants. The key components of read-
iness and how this is assessed by a credit union and how this may differ from a 
banking institution was also explored. 

Marty Donkervoort, speaking on Business Challenges & Opportunities Facing 
Community Enterprises, shared interesting details of the establishment of many 
successful community enterprises which are social enterprises or cooperatives.  
Marty talked about set-up and management, social benefits, employee experienc-
es, community involvement and the social economy, it’s challenges, opportunities, 
outcomes and learnings.  

WORKSHOP CONTENT AND OUTCOMES
Participants agreed that the workshops were all relevant to their interests, provid-
ing important information and details in all of the sessions. The sessions provided 
practical information on marketing and branding, analyzing the sustainability of 
your social enterprise, and determining the best model of cooperative for your busi-
ness and organization. The participants reported their experiences as:

• Having a greater understanding of how Cooperatives are formed and are   
 run by communities, including funding options
• Learning about new creative and socially innovative methods to brand and  
 market your business
• Understanding how to use a new and creative tool to assess and analyze   
 your social enterprise by measuring the social input and output financially  
• Sharing real business models that participants are involved in, learning   
 practical applications and sharing ideas
• Building a network of women, their organizations and community economic  
 development initiatives

Workshop facilitators Anne Jamieson, Darcy Boucher and Ethel Côté were all ap-
plauded for input and collaborative methods in presenting and sharing information.  
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STRATEGIES FOR THE FUTURE
The participants had an opportunity to discuss with one another what they can  
contribute to WEC in helping to keep the network together and identify what WEC 
can do for them. Participants indicated that they could provide the following:

• Mentorship to and for one another 
• Help with capacity building and sustainability opportunities
• Sharing of forums, resources, consulting opportunities and connections
• Input into what kind of national projects would be helpful
• Information regarding funding opportunities and 
• Working towards collective funding opportunities 

The participants identified that WEC could support their requirements by with the 
following:

• Share the contact information of others in the Cluster network
• Facilitate the sharing of resources, ensuring groups are credited for the   
 information provided
• Provide a directory of women-led and social enterprise businesses
• Research the feasibility of a co-marketing sales strategy
• Continue to host webinars and maintain a library of recorded sessions
• Provide financial tools and mentorship
• Recognize volunteer contributions
• Provide mentorship for women and their organizations in the different  
 stages of business and organizational development
• Start a closed Facebook group to act as a conversation tool for the Cluster  
 Network
• Create a dynamic resource library -- “WECipedia” 
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WORKING WITH WEC
Representatives from WEC shared with participants the work they have embarked 
upon to support the cluster project and to build a stronger network across Canada 
for women, their organizations and community enterprise development.  
The discussion included items such as:
• Building a sustainable livelihood evaluation model for cluster work
• Producing a video on what, when, how and why you would build a cluster
• Producing a toolkit guide in preparing your organization to establish a 
 cluster  
• Establishing a map in four regions of Canada listing women’s resources   
 and other important contacts that will help groups establish community 
 enterprises
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CONCLUSION

WEC’s 2014 National Conference on the Cluster Project was a success. Partici-
pants felt that this conference was unique and tailored to their needs as women 
working in community economic development. As the conference was a space for 
collaboration amongst women, many participants noted their interest in staying in 
touch and continuing the collaboration. There was a strong interest amongst the 
women to stay in touch and to be a resource for each other and to WEC. There 
was interest in WEC exploring expanding the cluster model into small communities 
and working to help existing clusters with sustainability features. Suggestions for 
an annual National Conference were also received, as participants felt the face to 
face experience was invaluable for learning and collaboration. 

WEC is grateful to the keynote speakers, the workshop presenters and the 
panelists for their time and expertise at the conference. WEC would also like to 
thank all of the women that attended and all of the women’s organizations and 
enterprises that were represented at the conference. 
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