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Andrea Bodkin [00:00:09] Welcome to Tenfold, the podcast about community engagement and public health. I am your host, Andrea Bodkin, and I'm recording this morning from Takaronto, the traditional territory of the Anishnabeg, the Haudenosaunee, the Wendat, and most recently the Mississaugas of the Credit.. My home is next to the Don River and the Don Valley in Toronto, which has been home to First Nations peoples for over eleven thousand years. It has a vibrant history and a vibrant present filled with wildlife. Today I am here with Heather Keam from the Tamarack Institute. Welcome, Heather!

Heather Keam [00:00:44] Welcome and thank you so much for having me here today. I just wanted to acknowledge that I am coming to you. My office is located in the Haldimand Tract, land promised to the Haudenosaunee people of the Six Nations, which includes six miles on either side of the Grand River. This land is the traditional territory of the neutral Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee people. And I'm really excited to be here today. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:01:07] It's great to have you. And I should tell listeners, listeners won't be surprised because the first rule in podcasting is to invite all of your friends and family members to be guests on your podcast. So you and I first met about 14 years ago when we were working together- I actually did your first mat leave coverage at the Haldimand Norfork Health Unit. And you were also involved in the workshop about three years ago  that actually gave birth to this podcast, a community engagement workshop at TOPHC which provided the inspiration for this whole podcast. So it's really great to have you on because of our history and also because of your involvement with community engagement. So tell us who you are and what you do and why I'm so excited to have you here. 

Heather Keam [00:01:59] So I am the team leader of the city's deepening community practice area at the Tamarack Institute. We are a national organization, a not for profit organization. And our main mission is to deepen community across Canada. And we are hoping to have 100 cities developing neighborhood strategies over the next five years. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:02:25] Wow, that seems like a big number, Heather. 

Heather Keam [00:02:28] Well, we are currently are working with thirty five neighborhood strategies. And so we're realizing that this is the time we've had so much momentum. We've built a movement and we are really excited to working with communities, especially with COVID, putting a spotlight on the importance of community and recognize and cities are recognizing their role and the importance of their role. So it's a really exciting time. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:02:59] So just for fun, I guess, tell me what you mean by neighborhood. When you have neighborhood strategies do the neighborhoods kind of self-form and self-identify as a neighborhood?

Heather Keam [00:03:14] Good question. So we're talking about neighborhoods on all levels. We are working with one resident who wants to build a neighborhood plan for where she lives, and that's the block a couple of blocks in her immediate where she lives. We're working with community centers who obviously their regions are a little bit bigger and they service probably several neighborhoods, but in one region. And then we're working with cities at a citywide level looking at the strategies and how they can support those two levels to deepen community. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:03:52] So top down, bottom up everything in between self-defined city boundaries, all of those kinds of things can be neighborhoods in your work. 

Heather Keam [00:04:03] Yes. Yes. Now there's a new thing called the fifteen minute neighborhood. So that's something that's just popping up now and that might influence our work also as it starts becoming more popular. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:04:14] And that's the concept that you should be able to get to everything you need to get to within a fifteen minute walk, 

Heather Keam [00:04:20] drive, 

Andrea Bodkin [00:04:22] drive. Oh sorry. I'm a Torontonian 

Heather Keam [00:04:26] drive, 

Andrea Bodkin [00:04:27] 15 minute drive 

Heather Keam [00:04:29] within a fifteen minute drive, because then you're more inclusive in terms of the rural communities and the more suburban and then you've got your downtown core to me should be a fifteen minute walk. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:04:40] OK, I really like that reminder that not everybody lives in the city of Toronto! So you recently published a resource on how communities can think and plan about recovering from the covid-19 pandemic. And that was the reason that I was so excited to have you on the podcast. 

Heather Keam [00:04:58] It's funny how ideas and thoughts start. So this conversation I had with a colleague and good friend of mine was in the very beginning of the pandemic and we were having coffee and we were just talking about, you know, what what's going to happen after this, like this is something so new we've never been through and we're in lockdown. I should say he and I meet regularly for in-person coffee, so we did this virtually and we were just talking about how do we know, what's going to happen after this is over? What is it going to look like? Are we just going to snap back to the way it was? How do we encourage and help communities to look forward and plan forward and learn from this from this horrible time that we're having? Right. And how do you look at the silver lining? And so we decided to write something together, like we had all these conversations and I had pages and pages of writing. And I was like, Jonathan, we need to put this out. People need to know about our conversation and ideas and our thoughts. And so also at that time, there was a lot of stuff coming in our inboxes about recovery. And the traditional recovery models are pretty much economic. How do we recover economically? I believe that this pandemic goes deeper and beyond just economics. So and it's been a lot longer. And so there's more parts of community that has been affected than just economics. And so we were talking about Dr. Trevor Hancock has a community model and it talks about the four different areas of community, of course, economics, right, the prosperity. We want people to have jobs and the ability to feed and clothe themselves and have a home. But there's three other ones that we don't pay attention to. So the natural environment. So the ecosystem, you know, sustaining our resources, our parks, our rivers, our green space, which is really important in community. The social. So pandemic, the first thing that they said was socially distanced yourself. I cringed. I thought, I am not using that language. Really push for that physical distancing piece. And so the social-  how we interact with each other, our networks that we have. Can you go in and to your neighbor and ask for a cup of sugar or borrow a cup of sugar? And then the last one is human. So you know that the healthy, the skilled, the innovative, the creative people and are engaged in their community. So it's about, you know, your individual assets and your capacities and giving it to your community, not just keeping it to yourself. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:07:58] When I really love about those four domains or dimensions is that I think it really encapsulates so many of the wonderful things that have happened as a result of COVID-19. So the social capital that we've seen people organizing themselves and advocating or supporting each other, the renewed importance on parks. You know, three or four years ago, we had to try to convince people that parks were a really good idea. And now everyone is demanding green space because that's where we actually get to hang out. And I think the other spotlight is that COVID has shone is just around the social disparity, and actually not just social disparities, but the disparities within all four of those dimensions between people at the lower end of the socioeconomic framework and people at the higher end and people who have and people who do not have and the structures that keep all of those haves in place. 

Heather Keam [00:08:55] Could you imagine I'm going to digress a little bit here, but could you imagine if we took these four domains, these areas to social housing and say when you are building and supporting your housing complexes, how are you doing that in these four realms? Where is the natural part of social housing? You know, let's take it even further to any development that's happening. How do we get developers on board with this? How do we get planners who decide and approve the plans to think about building a communities with these four areas in mind? 

Andrea Bodkin [00:09:34] I love that vision. You and I always tend to put the rose colored glasses on when we talk don’t we? So you have this model with the four dimensions. You have this this thinking in these conversations you've been having with your friend and your colleague, Jonathan. So what is it that you came up with? What is the framework for recovery that you're proposing or you're implementing with the communities you work with? 

Heather Keam [00:09:59] So we came up with this article called Asset Based Community Recovery Framework. And what we did was, we positioned it that, you know, we need to go bottom up on this one. It's recovery models are traditionally top down. We go into our emergency planning systems and we go we go into the community from top down. The latest research is saying that your first responder, and we saw this loud and clear with the first lockdown, your first responder is not going to be police, fire, food banks. It's going to be your neighbor. And so and there's lots of social science research saying that if we want to have a resilient community, social capital is the answer. So when you think about social capital, it's about the benefits of your networks, your friends, and going beyond recognizing the face of your neighbor, it's going to that that deepening the trust, the relationships, sharing your resources. So needing a cup of coffee. Or, you know, I couldn't get to the grocery store today. Do you have a few things that can make a meal? I'll I'll bring you over food when I get there. Right. Like that. But so social capital creates networks that when help is needed, it’s there. It's also about reciprocity, so it's that give take. I may have an abundance of fruits and vegetables, but you have flour. I'm going to go back to the toilet paper. I got to tell you a story with the toilet paper piece. I didn't believe it. And when I went to the cupboard, we were down to one roll. We have a family of five. Couldn't get toilet paper anywhere. But looking at this social capital as an example, working on our life, my friendships and relationships, I had enough trust to reach out to my friends and say, listen, we're in a crisis here. We have no toilet paper. Next thing I knew, there was rolls on my back step. I don't know who put it there because we couldn't interact. But imagine if I didn't have that, what was I going to do? So that was our premise for this piece that that that the citizen needs to be at the center. The other thing we learned was that the neighbors and the community and the residents were able to react quicker and faster than any organization or government. So how do we learn from all of that? So we wanted to put a framework together to help organizations to go from bottom up when they want to look at recovery. We wanted to put in a thought provoking questions that they could they could just like cut and paste into their into their interviews and when they were wanting to start the recovery. And the other thing, too, is we wanted to introduce the Asset-Based Community Development framework as a way to help and assist people to think about citizens and residents and harvesting the gifts and the assets that they found and they used during the lockdowns and COVID to help build a recovery plan. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:13:37] And that's what asset based means, is that you recognize what's already existing in communities, the the social capital and all of the strengths and assets that communities have. And then you build upon that. 

Heather Keam [00:13:51] That's correct. So we call it ABCD, so asset-based community development, ABCD.  It looks for and starts with the individual, their gifts, their strengths, so their assets and then those assets equip people to come together and respond to the needs and the challenges within their neighborhood or their community. And then it also goes beyond that. So once you identify the individuals, it goes beyond that to pulling people together with common assets and gifts. Like numbers and strength. Pulling them together to be able to create broader changes for the common good of the community. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:14:36] OK. So one of the things that we know, and I kind of mentioned this a little bit earlier, is that not all communities have been impacted by COVID-19 in quite the same way. So we know that marginalized and racialized communities, primarily front line workers, are more affected by COVID. So they have higher rates of covid-19. They have more severe illness. They seem to have lower access to vaccines, not just because those communities are not interested in vaccines, but because sometimes the vaccines aren't actually allocated or they can't access them and they have higher rates of unemployment and all of this this terrible soup of inequity and challenges for communities. So how can an asset based recovery approach really capitalize on those communities who many people would see as marginalized or lacking in assets? 

Heather Keam [00:15:33] When I was thinking about this question, a quote from John McKnight, who is one of the co-founders of Asset-Base Community Development, came into my mind and he said this maybe six or seven years ago, “When you label someone, you make them invisible.” And I thought about that and I thought, you know that's a really great quote to live by. So an example is, I'm going back to public health days, we would label communities priority neighborhoods. OK, and why do we label them priority neighborhoods? Because the data says that they're low income, they’re low education, there is high crime in that neighborhood. There's lack of resources. So when you think of asset-based community development, we just did a deficit based and we labeled them on that. Right. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:16:34] So we looked at everything the community doesn't have. 

Heather Keam [00:16:37] and then we labeled them as priority. So who would want to live there? Who would want to say that I am a person who lives there? So then I become invisible. So thinking about this, let's flip it and say this neighborhood, it has an amazing group of people who are doing an amazing group of things and they need, they are supporting themselves, how can we help them? So in a recent article, so John McCain wrote in a recent article about diversity in asset-based community development. And the current concern about diversity might be better defined as a concern with the exclusion of labeled people. The greatest diversity in any community is the gift that the individual member has or have, and if we focus on those individual gifts, then we then this is a valuable asset and maybe more effective in overcoming exclusion than efforts to talk about how different the community is and categorize them. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:17:51] Oh, I see. So when we label people according to difference, we are distancing ourselves from them. And so really we're talking about sort of the privileged group in society disance who they might see as underprivileged, labels them and then becomes even further away from them until they become invisible. Whereas when we look at a community in terms of their strengths and their assets, and I love the word gifts, and we think about offering support rather than swooping in and delivering to or doing for, then we have the opportunity actually to build the capacity of that neighborhood. 

Heather Keam [00:18:31] Exactly. Like, if you took a marginalized neighborhood and found the gifts and assets that were in there, you're going to find gardeners, you're going to find cooks, you're going to find crafty people, you’re going to find public speaking people. You're going to find all these people. And then if you take an affluent neighborhood, you're going to find the exact same gifts. So if you remove this affluent neighborhood and this priority neighborhood labeling, and we just brought people together as people and we categorize them based on gardeners, based on dog lovers, doesn’t matter where you're from.

Andrea Bodkin [00:19:11] The other thing you're making me think about is stigma. And I think you kind of alluded to this earlier when you talked about who would want to live in a neighborhood that's designated as, quote unquote, priority. So I'm a Torontonian as previously confessed. So there's a quite a famous neighborhood in the city called Jane and Finch, which probably is suffering from stigma just as much as anything else, because they're viewed as, you know, Jane and Finch, that's where all the shootings happen. That's where all the deficits are. And those things are true and that they have a high crime rate. And also they have so many gifts and offerings. And the community is kind of struggling in some ways to kind of get out from under the stigma of being Jane and Finch and to be known as a community that has assets that isn't just Jane and Finch, the crime hub. 

Heather Keam [00:20:06] Yeah. So it's switching the way we talk, right. It's a mindset and switching the way we talk. Because when you talk about a community that has lots of parks and people are out there, there's cafes and there's gardens and there's, you're like, oh well, yeah, I would want to work in that place. But if I'm starting from, you know, high crime and there's no business and there's no place to sit and talk with people, that's daunting. And like, where would you want to start? So by starting with what we say was strong and not what's wrong, 

Andrea Bodkin [00:20:50] I wonder if there is a little bit of a fine line there, because when you talked before about making communities invisible by labeling them, one of the things that can happen is if we don't pay attention to the structures that cause the inequities or cause some of the challenges in a community or with a particular group of people, then we don't have the opportunity to address them. So I wonder if there is a balance between recognizing what's strong and not wrong and also recognizing why the community might be struggling in some of the ways that they are, so that we don't gloss over or ignore structural inequities or racism or colonialism or any of the underlying factors. 

Heather Keam [00:21:40] It goes back to, you know, equipping people to create local opportunities and respond to needs and challenges in the community. So that statement there, so it's not saying ignore what's wrong, but working on what is strong and building the capacities and the skills to address or work with what is wrong. The other thing is the people who live in that community are the solution. We who don't live in the community can't swoop in and fix the problem because we swoop out and we're gone. So how do we build t local strengths and utilize what is already there to build on to build on what is needed to make change, 

Andrea Bodkin [00:22:27] While acknowledging some of the sort of structural issues and some of the challenges that may be holding the community back. 

Heather Keam [00:22:34] Then that will come out. It does always it always comes out, but usually it comes out with, you know what, we have we have a lot of dog walkers here. We need we need a park. So how are we going to get a park. And then as an organization outside, I'd say, oh, well, I can help you with some advocacy and writing a campaign instead of saying I can come in and do that park for you. So it's just it's a mind shift and it's also a shift in the way we work together. So another quote I love is from Cormac Russell, and it's called the Three Lane Highway. And it's knowing, when you think of a highway, you have a slow lane, you have the middle lane, and then you have the fast lane. In the middle lanes, is your passing lane. Right. Think of that as residents in one lane, organizations in the middle lane, and then you have your government in the inner lane. OK, if we all know our roles and what our responsibilities are in our neighborhood or community, the traffic flows nicely. When one of those groups cuts off and takes over another lane and it prevents, which usually happens is they cut into resident citizen lane, and they cause a backup, and they never leave that lame. So how do we know when to go in, and and also properly putting our indicators on properly, going into the lane, asking permission to come into the lane, work with what we need and the support, but knowing when to get out.

Andrea Bodkin [00:24:12] Right. And so then we can all three lanes can work and build a convoy of sorts so that we can all get to that destination together, maybe alternating leads and coming in and out of lanes, like you said, when needed and when asked. 

Heather Keam [00:24:27] Right, OK. Another thing we talked about was authentic engagement. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:24:34] One of our favorite topics here on Tenfold. 

Heather Keam [00:24:37] I wanted to bring that in, so the authentic engagement piece and what I've noticed with what I call ABCD lens, when you use ABCD, you bring those from the outside into the process. So normally it's the residents who live there that are on the outside watching somebody do something in their community. This, this this process helps bring those key players in from the outside, into the core and into the planning and become key players. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:25:13] You're making me think about right at the very beginning, you talked about in terms of examples of communities involved and in one of your projects, you talked about one woman wanting a plan for her block. And so part of that is helping her identify the people that live on her block that can also work with her and form a community with her so that that plan reflects the entire block rather than the views of and desires of one person, for example. 

Heather Keam That's correct. 

Andrea Bodkin: OK, so one other thing I wanted to talk about, because this is what's really interesting. So you wrote this resource. You know, you and Jonathan had all these conversations and you did this research and you have an asset-based recovery framework. You talk about bringing people from the outer edges into the center. You talk about the sort of bottom up, all of these wonderful things. And then you brought in a whole bunch of people from around the world to kind of shop these ideas and to find out more about barriers and facilitators and how all of these things might work. 

Heather Keam [00:26:23] Yes, that was really unexpected. I was thinking 20, 30 people, you know, just to kind of to shop this and test out this this framework. And our and our question was, how might we. So how might we put residents at the center of our recovery framework. Next thing we knew you had 80 people and there was people from South Africa, there was people from all over the world, it was just so heartwarming, actually, and exciting. And throughout the conversation, there was some key things that came up. So the role of government, so the role of government throughout the like as the pandemic unfolded and that and really comes back to that three lane highway and where the government really was successful in it and where it really didn't do very well. And then the role of citizens. And one of the key things from the themes was that citizens need to be more active. In recovery and more specifically in the community was the theme not sitting back and waiting for someone to save them, but how can we utilize our gifts and assets as individuals, but also as a community to save each other? The barriers. So especially that one of the examples around food security was community food gardens. So the pandemic happened kind of early spring last year. And all of those who use the food gardens as a means of getting fruits and vegetables for the summer, that was all, they shut those down. So and then volunteering again, it was all this. So they talked about red tape, the red tape that has happened or that was either created or existed that stopped great work from happening. They talked a lot about asset mapping in recovery planning and looking at what what assets they had beforehand and what assets came out during the the first two lockdowns. And then this is the beautiful part, was revealing what was invisible. So there was a lot of things that was happening in the community that nobody knew about, that really had spotlights on them. So one of the ones is care mongering. And how much that popped up.

Andrea Bodkin [00:28:54] What is what is care mongering? 

Heather Keam [00:28:57] Care mongering, so it was all of these mostly on Facebook were these little groups and they cared for each other. So, hey, do you have a lawnmower?  So-and-so lost their wife and they would they would organize meals to be dropped off. So these were like little micro one. Well care mongering exploded and all of a sudden these these massive groups in neighborhoods that took care of each other and, you know, toilet paper. So it's always out of toilet paper. And then they would all rally together and find it. So it's this term care mongering that came out. And then the last thing was investing in social capital. So those were the themes that came out of that. And I want to highlight one of the examples. So there topic was, we need to reimagine rather than recover. And I thought, oh, I love that. I thought this was really appropriate because we talk about a recovery framework, but they're talking about a framework in terms of the emergency preparedness framework they were talking about. Looking at what? What popped up, what was new, what great things happened because of this? And learning from that and building on it and not snapping back to the way it was. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:30:30] Well, because if you even think about the word recovery, it kind of implies that you're going to recover and go back to the way that things were before the thing that happened. 
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Heather Keam [00:30:39] That's right. And so you had asked for an example. So I was thinking, I was thinking and we're working with a group and they work with persons with intellectual disabilities. And they have group homes. And so I think it was three or four months into the pandemic, I just did a check in call with him. Obviously everything stopped, right? But I just I still checked in with my members. And how is it going? More emotional support and for me, social our connection with people. And so I just said, how are things going? And they said, oh, you know, it's going really well. But we just realized that the way we were doing our programing hindered social connection. And I was like, oh, tell me more. What do you mean by this? And so they were looking at, OK, when we thought the pandemic was coming to an end, this was after the first one. We thought it was all going to come down. We weren't going to get another lockdown. So they were looking at their programing and they were going to go back to the way it was. And they did day programs where they brought the folks together, they did some activities and then they left. But when you are isolated, and they're in their homes, and even in their own homes with their parents, not the group homes, they didn't know each other. And when you tried to do programing, virtually, it's hard. And you need you need to be very specific on the topic you bring people together. So I said to them, I said, well, what are what are the gifts and assets they want to come together with? Like, are there musicians that could jam together on online? So this is what they realized, was they brought them together, but they didn't build relationships. And so they're not going to go back to the way it was. They're going to go and they're going to they're actually going to do asset-based community development. They're going to asset map. And they're going to find out in all of their clients that they serve. Who are the musicians, who are the cooks, who are the and then and then work their programing around that and actually highlight say, do you want to do you want to co-facilitator session because you're really good at drums and they never did this before. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:33:07] Wow. So the whole idea is around building a sense of almost like mini communities based on what people based on the gifts that people have. I love that gift word. 

Heather Keam [00:33:20] Exactly. Exactly. And, you know, I really hope that any organization who's listening to this will put that lens on their programing. Are they building relationships? So, one, if they don't get their funding and they shut their doors, which a lot of groups shut their doors during this, that they've built relationships, that the groups could continue meeting or supporting each other without having to have the organization lead it. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:33:52] That sounds amazing, Heather. And I really love that example that you shared. So is there anything else? Because, of course, we talked about many things today, but is there anything else that you wanted to leave us with any other seeds you wanted to plant or anything that you wanted to share about this notion of citizens at the center of recovery or reimagining? 

Heather Keam [00:34:16] I would like to leave listeners with some questions to think about. So in in the recovery framework, we have some questions for each of the areas. But these are the questions. What dependencies have been created from the pandemic? What capacities have been built? Which unknown assets have come to light? What has changed that you do not want to lose? And what are some long term changes that you want to make based on your answers from the first four? 

Andrea Bodkin [00:34:55] Oh, I love those questions. And listeners can find those questions and a whole lot more in your resource. So remind us where people can find that. And again, what it's called, 

Heather Keam [00:35:07] They can come to our website, Tamarack Community Dot C A and along the top is deepening community or they can just go to our resource library. I'm going to warn the listeners there is so much in there that you'll get lost, you will get lost. But there's lots of ways you just type in recovery or you can just type in asset-based community recovery framework into your search engine and it will pop up 

Andrea Bodkin [00:35:35] and we will of course include the link to that resource and any of the other ones that you want to highlight, Heather, in our episode notes. What is the best way for people to look you up and be in touch if they have questions or want to brainstorm or want to find out more about what you do? Where can people find you? 

Heather Keam [00:35:54] They can email me Heather at Tamarack Community dot C A that's the best way. 

Andrea Bodkin [00:36:00] And Tamarack we should mention is t a m a r a c k just so that people know how that is spelled. Well thank you so much, Heather, for being here. This has been super amounts of fun and I think we should do this many, many, many times over. I want to say a huge thank you to you for being on today's episode also cannot leave any episode without saying a massive thank you to our sound engineer and editor Obediah George, remind listeners to check out the episode notes for links to everything that we talked about today and a whole lot more. And we'll look forward to you tuning in for our next episode. Tenfold is a project of the Public Health Equitable Systems Courses Project, generously produced by the Dala Lana School of Public Health at the University of Toronto. You can find all of our episodes as well as the notes for each episode on our website at Fusca podcast. That's p, h, e, s, c, dot c a slash podcast. 


