A Latin-American example of Self-Help


In many parts of the world the effective way to tackle poverty and to enable communities to improve the quality of life is through social mobilization of disadvantaged people, especially into self-help groups (SHGs). The concept of SHGs is based on the idea of community participation, as sustainable community development requires the active participation of the entire community. Popular participation ensures that the benefits of development are equitably distributed. Focus of self-help groups is to develop the capacity of the disadvantages, particularly women, and to organize them, so that they can deal with socio-political and socio-economic issues that affect their lives.

I am going to talk about a self-help group geared to financial production; in the early stage of the group, many issues came from the women who were participating in the group.


The Latin-American Women’s Collective came into being in 1994. The genesis of its birth was to address the isolation and economic needs of its members. The ten women that made up its membership were immigrants and refugees. I was a Collective member from 1994-1998.


The Collective had a number of goals. One was to come to know more about resources in the community that could benefit the women. Another important goal was to find opportunities to participate in community activities. In addition to these two goals, the Collective wanted to have the ability to generate some income for their families. This necessitated discovering the educational and employment opportunities available to women in Hamilton.


The Collective actually started with Settlement and Immigration Services Organization (SISO) in Hamilton initiated a group for Spanish-speaking women. This is how future Collective members began to know about each other. We received a lot of encouragement and support from SISO’s Spanish-speaking case worker who always was attentive to our needs as new immigrants and refugees.


Over a period of time we attended a variety of meetings and were exposed to presentations on different themes. We eventually started to think about a self-help group that would be self-sustainable.


We talked about many ideas about how we could start some kind of business. We talked about the skills everyone in group had and how they could help initiate a financially productive project.

We realized that everyone in the group had cooking skills. So that was it! We would cook our way into financial and social success. But for whom could we cook? Who would be our customers? If we knew how to make Latin-American food, only Latin-Americans would buy it.

We decided to give it a try. The plan was to cook in one of the member’s homes. We advertised that food would be available on a specific date. We would cook one day and sell the food. To our amazement and delight, yes, people came to eat and buy our food. We were very excited that the community responded to our call and we were able to sell the food. But most of all, we thought that the cooking could be a way of financial independence for all of us.


The next step we began to think about was a catering business. By this time we knew more community organizations that were changing their visions to become more inclusive and were willing to help by contracting with the Collective to cater their events.


The city was starting with the 20/20 vision, and again SISO’s caseworker connected us with them, so for three years we catered for at least 300 people at the 20/20 Annual General Meeting.


But this was not enough. We did not have financial means or physical capacity to run a catering business. We always had to rely on spaces like churches or community centres when they were available to rent space to us. Which we did many times, but with a lot of constraints that many times made us feel frustrated.


Some members went to receive training in the cooking and catering business. Others were doing some research on how we could obtain loans from banks or other sources of funding. To be able to sustain our basic needs, we decided that everyone would contribute five dollars a week to accumulate some capital. For some members, even five dollars was very difficult to make available. All of us were in a very tight economic situation as we did not have a permanent employment income.


We looked into forming a cooperative, but it did not work out. No one was available to help, and at that time we learned that in this part of Canada, the concept of cooperatives was very minimal. We tried in different ways to continue with the catering; however, we could not because everyone was feeling the pressure of the economic situation on our households. The catering lasted for five years. Everyone decided to move on into other employment options, as we did not see any way of achieving long-term financial success with the catering business. We realized that we were not going to be able to compete with the market in this kind of business.


We appreciated very much the help that several organizations gave us, but it was not enough to build a self-sustainable business.

We believe that given the necessary financial and educational support, this kind of initiative can be very successful. I believe that all the members of the collective would agree with me that at the present time it would be easier to engage in a venture like this as so many organizations and government agencies are willing to provide support for this kind of venture.


The Latin-American Collective did not finish there. Although we do not do catering any more, we feel that we were empowered because of the catering experience. Now we continue meeting and try to do something for the community. An example of this is that one member of the Latin-American community was in a family crisis that required emergency medical attention. We knew this family, so we decided to meet and see how we could help them. Very quickly we organized, promoted and held a fundraising event. To our surprise and amazement, the response of the community was overwhelming and we raised $6,000 for the family. This happened because we had five years of experience living and working together as a collective of women, building a common sense of solidarity for each other and our larger community.
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