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Private philanthropy and its connection to the condition of disadvantaged and vulnerable
people have a long history. References to the poor in the city go back to the founding of Halifax
in 1749. Very early in the city's history one organization, The Association for Improving the
Condition of the Poor was formed that has had for almost 150 years a mission to provide for
the needs of the "poorest of the poor". A long standing member of the Association, Harold
Crowell, a social worker and the first Social Planner for the city of Halifax from 1968-1995
strongly influenced the work of the Association and brought the city's attention to a more
humane and just treatment of its most vulnerable citizens.
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THE ASSOCIATION FOR IMPROVING THE CONDITION OF THE POOR1
The role of private philanthropy and the extraordinary contribution of Harold
Crowell, a long standing member of the Association
Private philanthropy has a long history and tradition particularly in relation to poverty and those
who were and are today considered by society to be “the poor”. The history and impact of
private philanthropy is clearly visible in relation to the founding of the City of Halifax, its
treatment of its citizens who were unable to provide for themselves and in the on-going growth
and development of the city. To understand the role private philanthropy has played and why it
has been and continues to be so important necessitates a brief look back in time.
Halifax Engulfed in Poverty
The City of Halifax was founded by the British in 1749 primarily as a military town. The
immigrants who came to settle the city in the 18th and 19th century were from Europe with the
majority being British. They brought with them the traditions and attitudes of their British
heritage. Those inherited thoughts on the poor were bluntly expressed by Edward Cornwallis
who painted a picture of Halifax upon his arrival in the city on June 21, 1749. He stated:
“…perhaps not more than 200 of the 2,544 settlers who came from England were able and
willing to work. The rest were poor, idle, worthless vagabonds, troublesome and mutinous, for
whom the new colony offered adventure and freedom from restraint2.” Halifax was a dumping
ground and stopping off place for all undesirables and indigents belonging to other parts of the
province and elsewhere. Lumped in with this group were the men who returned from wars on
other continents and in the United States. There was little in the way of employment for this
group, as well as, the drifters and transients. The city like the colony was engulfed in poverty in
1749.
Cornwallis’ words were a reflection of the language, attitudes, values, traditions and practices
that were embodied in the British Elizabethan Poor Law3; legislation which came into being in
1601 almost 150 years before the founding of Halifax. These were the perceptions of the poor
and the laws that governed their treatment that those who came to the city were most familiar
with so it was only natural that they would follow them in their new homeland. The Elizabethan
Poor Law was the only legislated standard that governed the treatment of the poor at that time
and for many years beyond in Halifax and the rest of the colony. In fact, although it would be
amended a few times as it was in 1834 (New Poor Law which consolidated previous legislation
and made a compulsory poor rate to be levied on each parish), the Elizabethan Poor Law would
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be in existence in Nova Scotia for 200 years, from1758 until 1958 when it was repealed by the
Nova Scotia Legislature and replaced with the Social Assistance Act.
The welfare given under the Elizabethan Poor Law was termed “outdoor relief” given to those
who were living in the community. Even worst for many of the poor was “indoor relief” or
institutional relief which was provided in Poor Houses both in the City of Halifax and throughout
the colony. Available universally by 1879 the conditions in these institutions were so
abominable that most of the poor would go to any lengths to avoid being placed in one.
There were religious and philanthropic organizations in the city that tried to give relief to the
poor but in those days it was more acceptable to give assistance in kind rather than financial
relief. It was thought that financial relief would discourage the poor from seeking employment.
One of the philanthropic organizations and a precursor the Halifax Association for Improving the
Condition of the Poor was the Halifax Poor Man’s Friend Society which was founded in 1820.
The Society provided the poor with soup, wood and employment but for one reason or another it
only lasted until 1827. Once it was no longer functioning the churches and religious societies
continued to provide relief albeit in a disorganized manner. This indiscriminate provision of
relief allowed those seeking help to go to several organizations at one and the same time
garnering assistance from each organization. This practice led to an even greater negative public
perception of the poor.
Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (AICP)
This was the atmosphere in which a group of community businessmen and church leaders came
together at the YMCA on December 27, 1866 with the sole purpose of dealing with “the evils” of
the situation and to find a remedy for overcoming the existing conditions. These were the
enlightened people of their day who, given their religious teachings and concern for humanity,
saw the need to come to the aid of their more unfortunate fellow citizens. However, they still
had to operate within the prevailing attitudes of their time toward the poor and the circumstances
that existed in the city of Halifax in those early days. They wanted to address the needs of the
poorest of the poor and guard against the creation of the professional welfare recipient.
This group was headed by The Lord Bishop of Nova Scotia, the Rt. Rev. Hibbert Binney who
chaired the meeting which led to the formation of the Halifax Association for Improving the
Condition of the Poor (AICP). Many years later in 1996 as an effort to remove any stigma
attached to the use of the word “poor” in its title, the organization decided to use the name The
Halifax Assistance Fund although officially/legally it would retain its original title. The thought
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was that the use of the word “poor” would be uncomfortable for those individuals and
organizations receiving funds. Other than that change the organization has continued with its
original purpose and work. The AICP (Halifax Assistance Fund) is undoubtedly the longest
serving private philanthropic organization in the City of Halifax.
Its members are primarily businessmen who operate the organization in relative obscurity in that
they do not publicize their work or solicit public donations. The organization is dependent on
donations, bequests and trust funds. It has made wise investments over the years which have
garnered interest and provide a solid financial foundation for its work.
From the beginning the Association was concerned about the indiscriminate alms giving, street
begging and vagrancy in the city. Poverty was viewed as the result of unemployment due to the
scarcity of work during the long winter months or because of illness, disability or laziness
resulting in the inability of individuals to support either themselves or their families. A
distinction was made between the “deserving poor”` and the “undeserving poor” and a system of
“friendly visitors” instituted to undertake investigations to determine only the deserving poor
received relief.
Initially, the Association focused on providing employment and relief to the city's most
vulnerable citizens and made an effort not to duplicate the efforts of other organizations offering
relief. It undertook a number of projects such as the “stone shed” operation which produced cut
stone to be used by the city for its streets and buildings. The project provided employment and
an income for the unemployed while meeting the needs of the city. Education also played a
significant role in the Association and for many years it worked with the city schools to provide
breakfasts for children, as well as, wholesome milk and cookies in its “Food for Thought”
program.
When the city decided to take over the milk and cookies program, the AICP was left to decide
what its new role should be. One of the programs it has developed is called “Read to Me” which
is provided to all new mothers and their children in maternity hospitals or wards throughout
Nova Scotia. Designed to encourage parents to read age appropriate literature to their children,
kits containing books and a library card are provided to every new mother at an annual cost of
approximately two million dollars. This is in keeping with the organization's long commitment
to education. Eventually, the Association's efforts in relation to providing direct assistance
ceased and its primary function became the distribution of grants to worthy community groups,
agencies, schools and other organizations providing services to children and youth or individuals
and families with serious social problems. Today some of the grants provided are given to
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schools to operate what is known as “The Life Essentials or Basic Necessities Program”. Under
this program school social workers decide which families are most in need of extra funds to
cover the cost of medication, dental services, eye care and other essential services which the
family is unable to provide.
As a philanthropic organization today's AICP (Halifax Assistance Fund) has been most amazing
in relation to its longevity and its attitude toward those who are most vulnerable in society. The
organization has attracted many community leaders from the business, religious, political and
other sectors to its cause through the years. They have been committed to the Association’s
basic beliefs and focus and dedicated to continuing its philanthropic beginnings. Some, like two
of its past presidents have served long terms as officers or directors of the Board. One such
person who first connected with the Association some sixty-one years ago is Harold Crowell4
who today is still a member of the Board of the AICP.
Harold Crowell
Harold's involvement with the organization seemed almost
inevitable when one looks at his life story. He came early
in life to a knowledge and understanding of the poor and
poverty. Born on January 28, 1927 in the small fishing
village of Shag Harbour, Nova Scotia which in those days
had a population of approximately five hundred, Harold
learned at a young age the uncertainties and hardship that
were a natural part of life in a fishing community. Of
necessity the residents of this small rural community had
to work together and care for each other to overcome the
poverty and hardship in their lives. The experiences and
lessons learned in the first sixteen years of his life in Shag
Harbour left an indelible imprint on Harold and would help foster his attitude toward and outlook
on poverty and the poor.
Aside from the impact living in a small fishing community had on Harold, another major
influence occurred in 1935 just before he and his family moved to Shelburne, when his father
was appointed the Overseer of the Poor. This position was responsible for the administration of
the Elizabethan Poor Law that governed the type of relief given to impoverished individuals and
families. In addition, as Overseer of the Poor Harold's father also had to make monthly visits to
the County Poor House which was located in the nearby village of Barrington. The Poor House
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housed a cacophony of people – the poor, the elderly, the physically and mentally ill, adults and
children. Harold has said that “The conditions there (the Poor House) were so upsetting to me
that I recall only going inside once5”.
After completing his grades eleven and twelve in Shelburne, Harold decided he wanted to
become an engineer and enrolled in Acadia University to pursue his dream. He soon discovered
that engineering was not for him, a fact that was confirmed when a guidance counsellor
suggested he might do better in social work. After his first year at Acadia Harold decided to take
a year off, but luck was with him. While he was contemplating his future, Fred MacKinnon the
then Director of Child Welfare and Deputy Head of the Department of Public Welfare, contacted
Harold and asked him to come for an interview for a position at the School for Boys which was
to replace the Halifax Industrial School. On September 15, 1947 Harold was hired as a
Supervisor. In this role he was responsible for approximately twenty-five boys providing a
variety of services, as well as, recreational activities for them as a means of rehabilitation. This
was the beginning of what would be a lengthy career in the social services.
After a few years at the School for Boys,
Harold was given a leave of absence in 1950
to resume his university studies with the goal
of eventually obtaining a degree in social
work. He enrolled once again in Acadia
University which at that time was one of
several universities affiliated with the
Maritime School of Social Work. When he
completed his Bachelor of Arts Degree (BA),
Harold went on to the Maritime School of
Social Work graduating in 1953 with a
Master of Social Work. Shown in the photo are some of the approximately twelve students who
were in Harold's class. From left to right they are Shirley Cunningham, Professor Frances
Montgomery, Mary Manzer, Harold Crowell and Charlotte Boates (photo courtesy of Harold
Crowell). At the time Frances Montgomery was an Assistant Professor at the School and
Gwendolyn Shand was an instructor and a full-time employee of the Halifax Welfare Bureau.
Some of the graduates from Harold's class such as George Matthews, Mary Mansour, Charlotte
Boates, Elizabeth Torrey from Glace Bay and, of course, Harold himself were or would become
well known as pioneers in social work in Nova Scotia.
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Harold Crowell’s Introduction to the AICP
It was while he was at the Maritime School of Social Work that Harold first came into contact
with the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor. One of the School's requirements
for graduation was the completion of two field practicums where the student would gain
experience in social work by working with community agencies and organizations. Harold's first
year placement was with the Department of Public Welfare in the child welfare area where his
supervisor was Edith Mingo. Edith would later become a well-known and respected social
worker and community activist, as well as, a member of the Board of the Association for
Improving the Condition of the Poor. It is, however, his second year placement in 1952 that
brought him into direct contact with the
Association.
Harold's field placement was with the
AICP which in those days was located in
a building it owned at the corner of
Prince and Argyle streets and actually
still stands today (2013) on the same site
(left). The building also housed the
Halifax Welfare Bureau which in later
years would become the Family Service
Bureau. At the time the Halifax Welfare
Bureau and the AICP had an
arrangement whereby the provision of
relief in the form of food, clothing and/or
oil was administered by the Welfare Bureau on behalf of the AICP. This arrangement would last
from 1935 until 1972. In any event, this was where Harold gained experience in the practical
aspects of welfare relief. He was assigned cases requiring the provision of one or more of the
items of relief provided by the Association and had to assess each case. Once he decided
whether or not the request for assistance was valid and determined exactly what assistance was
required, he would actually provide the items or items requested. This often meant digging
through donated used clothing to find appropriate items, preparing food boxes/bags and
measuring out varying amounts of oil.
Upon graduating from the MSSW Harold was offered a child welfare job in the Department of
Public Welfare. This was a job that paid $2,600 a year, however, Harold had been convinced by
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two of his colleagues, Joan Cummings and Murray Manzer, not to accept any job in the province
that paid less than $2,700 annually. Ever the negotiator, when offered the job in the Department
of Public Welfare Harold stated that he told Fred MacKinnon:
“He and another student had vowed not to accept any position that paid less than $2,700
per year and that he could not accept any position under $2,700. After taking some time
to think it over, Fred MacKinnon offered Harold the position of Executive Director with
the Children's Aid Society of Hants County in Windsor, Nova Scotia for $3,000 per
year.”
Executive Director, Family and Children’s Services of Hants County
Harold accepted the position and began a fifteen year association with the Agency. In his initial
years the agency was responsible for the provision of the traditional services and programs for
families and children. However, during his tenure the agency obtained a contract with the
municipality of West Hants including the Town of Windsor and Hantsport to administer its
social welfare programs and services. Two years later the agency obtained a similar contract
with the Municipality of East Hants. These contracts meant the breath of the agency's mandate,
services and programs expanded to include not only the traditional child welfare services but
social assistance, responsibility for the Hants County Poor Farm, as well as, other municipal
social welfare programs.
With these incoming services and programs Harold saw opportunities for change. One of the
first matters he took in hand was the Hants County Poor Farm. The Poor Farm was to be closed
and that meant alternative living space for the residents had to be found. Harold established a
community placement program and successfully moved the residents from the Farm to
community based residential options.
Harold made quite an impact during his years in Windsor. He was noted for developing and
trying innovative programs that had direct significant impact on individuals and communities.
Harold was aided in seeking approval for such programs by the introduction by the Federal
Government of the Canada Assistance Program in 1966. This legislation provided for cost
sharing with provinces in social welfare programs and services. It heralded the beginning of
major growth in social welfare programs in Nova Scotia at both the provincial and municipal
level.
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Of course, Harold took full advantage of the opportunities afforded for cost-sharing under The
Canada Assistance Program. One of the projects he undertook was focused on unmarried
mothers. According to Harold,
“There were a large number of unmarried mothers who were receiving welfare payments.
He began to track down the putative fathers and get them to pay support. As word of this
got around the money began to flow in and the initiative was viewed very positively by
the municipality and the Department of Public Welfare. His efforts were not only
recognized by Fred MacKinnon but, Fred asked him to begin a formal accounting of the
funds received from the fathers.”
In addition, Harold noted that the Hants County agency was the second one in Canada to pay
welfare recipients by cheque rather than voucher.
Community development was another interest of Harold's and while in Windsor he initiated a
community development project in the rural community of Three Mile Plains, a small village
near the Town of Windsor. The objective of this project was to develop housing and recreation
programs for low income residents in the community. According to Harold, he “made a proposal
to the federal community development program to develop housing and recreation programs for
low income residents in the community”. He also set up a community committee to assess the
community's needs and come up with recommendations to help address them. With funds and
support from the Nova Scotia Housing Commission and the Minister of the day, the Honourable
James Harding, as well as, the federal community development program one of the community's
most pressing needs, housing, was given a boost. Six houses with water and sewer included
were built. In addition, the community was able to meet some of the needs of the children and
youth with the development of recreational programs.
Harold's commitment to seeking ways to increase the opportunities for the positive growth and
development of individuals, families and communities was enhanced when while at Windsor in
1966, he applied for and was granted a six month Nuffield scholarship for study in England.
This scholarship allowed him to examine various ways of employing disabled people and was a
major achievement for Harold. The Nuffield Scholarship was given to people from
Commonwealth countries and Harold was one of only three Canadians to receive it that year.
While in England Harold was able to audit courses at the London School of Economics, visit
institutions and organizations for the disabled and journey to Norway to learn about that
country's innovative ideas, programs and services for the employment of disabled persons. One
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of the organizations which impressed him most and whose ideas he would bring back to
implement in Nova Scotia was Remploy. This organization was famous for developing and
operating workshops for disabled persons.
Harold's experiences in England and Norway only added to his determination to address poverty
and its effects from a community development perspective. So, returning to Nova Scotia his
head brimming with ideas, Harold put his new found knowledge into action. He set up the first
sheltered workshop in Nova Scotia for disabled people and even managed to get the Department
of Highways to contract with the workshop to make survey stakes. That was quite an
accomplishment at the time.
As Executive Director of the Family and Children's Services of Hants County, there was
considerable leeway for Harold to pursue his preference for and interest in community
development. He did so with great zest and, along with those activities already mentioned, he
pioneered projects such as a Head Start Program to prepare young children for school and the
funding and building of co-op housing. He has commented that,
“Many of the services and strategies used were innovative at the time. Today they are
taken for granted, back then (1960's) they resulted in some program changes throughout
Nova Scotia and received nation-wide publicity”.
During his fifteen years in Windsor, Harold did not forsake the Association for Improving the
Condition of the Poor. He kept in contact with the Association and whenever he could do so
attended its meetings. Shortly after Harold returned to Halifax in 1968 to become the Director of
Social Planning, he was approached by Board members Jack Campbell and George Shaw to join
the Board of AICP. He accepted their invitation in 1968 and has been a full-time member of the
Board ever since6.
A new direction for the AICP
Beginning about 1965, well after the programs such as the Milk and Cookie Program and the
Breakfast Program, it is mentioned in a review of the organization's minutes that AICP funds
were being used to support some local community organizations that were developing
programs/projects that were reflective of AICP's own objectives and goals. When in 1970 the
Family Services Bureau (previously the Halifax Welfare Bureau) terminated its arrangement
with the AICP for the dispensing of relief (clothing, oil, food), of necessity the AICP had to
thoroughly refocus and made the switch from dispensing relief to providing funding in the form
of grants to agencies and organizations whose mandates were in line with that of AICP.
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It followed that since the dispensing of grants was a relatively new direction for the AICP, Board
members tended not to be as conversant as they could be with the current needs of the
community. Even though it was readily apparent that some of the organizations such as the
YMCA camp, Camp Brunswick and the Rainbow Haven Camp met the organizations own
interests and goals, there was an emerging pressing need to gain information and insight into the
broader spectrum of social agencies and organizations in the City to ensure grants were provided
to worthy agencies, organizations and projects. Harold Crowell’s position as Director of Social
Planning for the City and his arrival on the AICP Board could not have come at a better or more
opportune time. He was in a great position to know what was going on with the various
organizations and agencies in the City in relation to the social programs and services they were
offering and the projects which were in progress or were in the planning stages by the agencies.
He could and did offer sage advice to the AICP Board when it was reviewing the many requests
it received for grants.
An example of the type of contribution Harold made to the AICP was readily apparent in the
minutes of a meeting of the organization in 1970. They reveal that year Harold, in his role as
Director of Social Planning for the city of Halifax, was the guest speaker at a Board meeting.
The purpose of his presentation was to provide Board members with an overview of the various
groups in the city and to identify their needs. Among those items he spoke about were the lack
of adequate low income housing, the lack of dental services for low income families, the scarcity
of services for older persons on fixed incomes, the lack of hostels for youth coming to the city
and, the lack of care for emotionally disturbed children. The lack of low income housing was of
particular concern to Harold at that time. He wanted to seek financial support from both the
public and private sectors to build thirty-six townhouses for low income families.
One of the agencies Harold and his staff in the Social Planning Department created was Family
SOS, a non-profit, community based organization providing services for families, children and
parents. The primary purpose of the agency was to create real jobs, paying real wages for single
parents on social assistance. In the 1990s the agency operated four projects: Family Supports to
prevent child abuse; Infant Family Support providing counselling and self-help in separate
groups for mother and fathers; and, a Treatment Program for children whose needs were not
being accommodated within the mental health system because they did not meet the criteria for
treatment. Obviously, these programs and the agency itself were focused on low income parents
and families, a group the AICP targeted for support. Harold was instrumental in bringing the
agency to the attention of AICP and it was given a grant of $20,000 to assist with its work.
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As the AICP entered the 2000s it was only one of a multitude of public and private agencies and
philanthropic organizations funding projects in Halifax. Harold became concerned about the
proliferation of agencies and organizations all directing funds toward the same programs and
projects without reference to or interaction with each other. It was becoming increasingly
difficult track what was going on and who was doing what. After seeking and receiving and
endorsement from the Board of the AICP, Harold requested the provincial government to
convene a meeting of community agencies and organizations with the objective of discussing
such issues as the duplication of services, the need to develop a descriptive inventory of each
agency and organization and examine the publicity related to the endeavours of each7. According
to Harold, the meeting never took place because none of the agencies were interested in being
part of a coordinating organization and giving up their independence.
Obviously Harold was not shy about making suggestions or providing advice to the AICP Board.
He was a very active, contributing Board member. His involvement and contributions to the
organization were apparent in 2004 when Michael Redmond, the then President of the AICP
Board, spoke about Harold at the Annual General Meeting. He stated the following:
“I would like to extend a special thanks to Harold Crowell for his long services to our
organization. Harold has been more than a hard working dedicated Board member. He
has also been a source of vision and inspiration. His depth of knowledge and experience
in the field of social activism will be missed with his retirement from the Board”.
It was a wonderful farewell that in reality marked only a brief hiatus. Harold had more to give
and the following year he was successfully nominated to serve on the AICP Board of Directors
once again. He has continued on the Board of Directors to this day.
In 2008 the AICP undertook a review of its mandate and developed a two-three year strategic
plan. The need for the new strategic plan arose in part because of changes in the funding of its
Food for Thought Program which had operated in ten City schools from 1970-2006 providing
cookies, milk and apples to children. 2006 was the year the provincial government decided to
begin funding breakfast programs in schools so the AICP program was no longer needed. It was
time for the organization to undertake a review and establish new directions for funding.
Harold took part in the review process, the reinforcement of the mandate of the AICP and the
development of a plan for the coming years. The organization restated its mandate to assist the
“poorest of the poor” but clarified what this meant. Its attention would be directed but not
limited to funding projects and programs for the following: youth between the ages of sixteen
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and nineteen years who were living on the streets; single adults struggling with physical health,
mental health, addiction , subject to violence and involved in the criminal justice system; and,
single mothers with young children. In order to meet its goals and objective the AICP decided
to8:
1. Continue with emergency funding and collect data on outcomes in order to justify
extending such funding for a specific agency/project;
2. Access new projects based on the following set of criteria which it developed:
• services must be provided to socially supportive communities which meant that
communities must be involved in the development of and on-going support of the
service/project, if learning was part of the project it must be student appropriate and
the project/service must be a social enterprise;
• clients/participants must be actively engaged;
• there must be collaboration between service groups;
• public awareness of the program/project success must be raised through the use of
public relations methodology;
• the project/program must promote success.
In addition to the above, the organization wanted to encourage evidence based innovation. The
Board also agreed that 10% of its annual income would be reinvested to enable future growth
and development.
Without a doubt some of the language used and the directions taken sound like they came
directly from Harold so, it is very likely they can be attributed in part to his direct influence on
Board members.
Harold Crowell as Social Planner for the City of Halifax (1968-95)
Harold's experiences in Hants County and his visit to England and Norway were of immense
value to the City of Halifax in relation to the closure of Basinview Home in 1976. Basinview
Home9 was established in 1959 as a Home for Special Care providing personal and nursing care.
The building that became Basinview had quite a history. It was located at the north end of
Gottingen Street, was owned by the Federal Government and had been used by the Navy during
the Second World War as a hospital for patients suffering from sexually transmitted diseases.
Following that it became a sanctuary for Hungarian Refugees who fled to Canada during the
revolution in their home country. When the City was looking for alternate space to house the
elderly and/or chronically mentally ill residents from the Halifax City Home a deal for the then
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vacant building was brokered with the Federal Government resulting in the transfer of ownership
from the Federal Government to the City of Halifax for the sum of one dollar.
When Basinview Home opened in 1959 one hundred residents were transferred there from the
old City Home which was renamed the Halifax City Hospital. Soon after Harold arrived on the
scene in Halifax questions were being raised by the local Council of Women about such matters
as the quality of care being provided the residents and the cleanliness of the facility. The
concerns were addressed and abated until the early 1970’s when a local paper, The Fourth Estate,
ran a series of articles condemning the conditions existing in the Home and the treatment of
residents. The Board of Management of Basinview Home and the City decided to close the
facility.
A community placement program was developed by Harold and Jane Campbell, a staff position
created to facilitate the placement of the residents from Basinview in the community. The
community placement program was considered a success. Most residents were placed in the
community with those requiring more in terms of nursing care being sent to the newly opened
Northwood Manor, Oceanview Home in Dartmouth or Fairview Villa. The first two facilities
were either non-profit or non-profit municipally owned and operated. Fairview Villa was a
privately owned, for profit facility. Harold had decided that, although this was a for profit
facility owned by Joe Shannon, residents could be placed there and subsidized by the
municipality through the Social Planning Department. This was a decision which provided more
options for those who required placement and care in a nursing home.
There was a unique aspect to the community placement program in that many of the chronically
mentally ill patients from Basinview Home were placed in community residential settings thus
avoiding placement in a new mental hospital for the chronically mentally ill, the Abby J. Lane,
which had been opened by the City in 1971. In fact, the Province of Nova Scotia, Department of
Health wanted the Abby Lane for an acute care hospital for the mentally ill. Harold saw an
opportunity and seized it. He negotiated a deal with the provincial representative, Dr. Ralph
Townsend, and the City whereby the provincial Department of Health would assume the
ownership of the Abby Lane Hospital and Harold would continue to place the city's chronically
mentally ill residents in community settings. The included proviso was that one half of the
money the City would receive from the sale of the Abby Lane would be designated for and
directed toward the Social Planning Department to be used for developmental programs. The
deal was completed and on an annual basis the Social Planning Department began receiving the
money in the form of a grant which it used for both direct service programs and grants to
agencies working with the chronically mentally ill. The demise of Basinview Home and the
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resulting outcome for the Social Planning Department is a sterling example of Harold's ability to
manoeuvre within a bureaucratic system to gain immediate and substantive on-going support for
programs and welfare services with positive outcomes for clients who were and are among the
most downtrodden and poorly served in society.
Harold was concerned about the well- being of all those who received social assistance and he
sought to give dignity and respect to social assistance recipients by changing the basic way in
which assistance was provided by the city. Before Harold became Director of Social Planning
welfare recipients in the City of Halifax were required to go once each month to an old building
on University Avenue to collect that month's assistance in cash. No regard was given to
disability, infirmity, lack of transportation or the accessibility of the office. Everyone had to
appear in person or go without. One of the first changes Harold made was to institute a program
to pay social assistance recipients by cheque. Initially, there was opposition to this move by both
staff and City Council but, Harold stayed the course and the issuing of cheques became normal
practice.
As Director of Social Planning for 27 years, Harold was continuously developing new,
innovative programs on behalf of the city, changing the direction and vision of the Social
Planning Department and being a major change agent. At times this led to some conflict with
other departments within the City. One example of this occurred in relation to finance and
budget. Bernie Smith10 who was Director of Finance for the City recounted his first encounter
with Harold: “When I took over as Director of Finance I had a row with Harold when I sought to
question him about the performance of the Social Planning Department and reinforce the need to
balance his budget and stay within it.” As Bernie tells it his objective was to get the City out of
debt with a completely balanced budget but Harold was a stumbling block to him fulfilling that
objective. In the end he made a deal with Harold whereby Harold would improve the
performance of his department and in return for his cooperation Bernie would provide the Social
Planning Department with a computer system which was used to pay social assistance recipients
by cheque.
Over the years Bernie developed great respect for Harold and the two became close colleagues
and friends who were supportive of each other through a number of ventures and adventures.
Their relationship has been one of mutual admiration in that Harold has stated that Bernie was
greatly underestimated in terms of his contribution to the betterment of the social agencies in the
city and the genuine interest in and support he gave them, as well as, his fantastic ability to raise
money to enable the growth and development of social programs. In turn Bernie has stated that:
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“Harold’s greatest asset was his vision. He was always straining to do a better job and
had the ability to co-op all kinds of people to his way of thinking. He was a wonderful
team builder who gathered good people who were like minded around him to help him in
making his ideas a reality. In this regard, he was a real salesman but was both realistic
and compassionate and always trying to do things for the greater good”.
Of all his endeavours some were great successes and some were not but all were valuable
learning experiences for Harold and his staff. One example of a not so successful undertaking
was a program directed toward helping people enter the job market known as Job Finders Clubs.
The clubs were designed to prepare welfare recipients for and assist them in finding jobs.
Although people did get work there was a problem with them maintaining the job for any length
of time. Harold and his staff discovered the inability to sustain jobs was directly related to the
lack of prior work experience, employment history and skills each person brought to the job.
The failure of the Job Finders Clubs helped Harold and his staff to create one of the most
original, creative and innovative programs the Social Planning Department ever established. The
result was the formation of an organization known as the Halifax Regional Development Agency
or HRDA in 1978. This unique not-for-profit community-based economic opportunity
organization would serve as the umbrella agency which would provide the knowledge, skill and
funding to establish small businesses that would employ people who were on welfare. The
original idea and activities of HRDA would garner support from the public, politicians,
professional and business sectors in the city. Even the AICP noted some of the activities of
HRDA.
The Board of HRDA was an eclectic group consisting of businessmen, entrepreneurs, other
professionals from the community, representatives from the Provincial Government, Harold and
some of his staff. Harold's vision and thinking were adopted by the Board members and they
were progressive, willing to take risks, and try new ventures all in an effort to achieve the
agency's goals and objectives. Ever a mover and shaker Harold managed to get money from the
Federal Government in the form of a grant to start the first businesses to employ social assistance
recipients.
Although the business ventures HRDA established and operated changed from time to time
depending on their success or lack thereof, some of the more noteworthy ones were as follows:
•

a Rent-A-Wreck franchise – Money to buy into the franchise became available when
Harold and company purchased an old service station and then sold the land it was on for
$600,000;
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•

a textile manufacturing company which initially made clothing (shorts) but soon turned
its attention to the making of thousands of parachutes for Navy buoys which would
detect submarines;

•

Stone Hearth Bakery which continues to exist but started as a bakery which made bread
and bagels and was operated by persons with mental illness;

•

Skyline Industrial Painters - a painting company which employed ex-prisoners had
contracts to paint highway bridges and Navy ships, as well as, do cleaning and blasting
on the ships; and,

•

A recycling plant which, employed two hundred people and had a minimum annual
income of four million dollars.

The various businesses operated under the umbrella of HRDA were able to take some two
hundred to three hundred individuals off social assistance each year. This was positive not only
for each individual but for the City itself.
HRDA still exists today (2013) as Metroworks11 and successfully operates such businesses as
the Stone Hearth Bakery, the Cunard Centre (an academic upgrading program), and an Options
Work Activity Program. HRDA was perhaps the crowning achievement of Harold's career with
the city in terms of innovation, creativity and longevity. The old welfare model was replaced by
an entity which recognized the worth and inherent potential of those living in poverty due to
disability, lack of education and/or skills and a myriad of other social problems.
Although HRDA consumed much of Harold’s time and energy, he was ever mindful of the needs
of the other populations his department served. In this regard he purchased a property on Morris
Street in the city’s south end to establish a centre for seniors who required day programs and a
meeting space. The centre known as Spencer House opened in 1983 and continues as a vigorous
well established operation in 2013.
The health of disadvantaged families, individuals and children living primarily in the city’s north
end also became a concern. There were few doctors and no clinics in the area and a great need to
have health services in this part of the city. Together with other individuals of like mind and
residents of the north end, Harold was instrumental in obtaining funds for the establishment of
the North End Community Health Centre. It is a vibrant operation today providing a multitude of
services and programs to the north end population.
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Harold's main interest and focus was his role and responsibility as Director of Social Planning
but he also kept a watchful eye on what went on in the City as a whole. Once in a while he got
involved in some rather unusual endeavours such as the preservation of The Carleton Hotel. The
hotel was an historic property built in 1759 and originally the home of Richard Bulkely who was
prominent in the social, political and judicial life of early Nova Scotia12. With quite an illustrious
history, the hotel was registered by the city as a heritage property in 1981.
Owned by developer Gary Hurst the property was used as a hotel until 1986 when its primary
function was a restaurant and lounge. In 1991, Mr. Hurst asked the city to de-register the
property as a heritage site so it could be sold. At the same time an application was made for a
permit to demolish the building. This caused a furor in the city and at a 1992 Council meeting
there was tremendous opposition to its demolition and it was stopped. Into the fray stepped
Harold who saw the old hotel as a great place to pursue an opportunity for the establishment of a
youth hostel which was badly needed in the city. With his colleague Bernie Smith and money
from the city, HRDA, the Province and Heritage Trust, on Christmas Eve the Carleton Hotel
purchase was accomplished for $600,000. It is a long story but in the end City Council was
firmly against Harold's plans to turn it into a youth hostel so the property had to be sold again. It
was purchased by the Atlantic Chief and Petty Officers Association in 1993 as retirement
housing for seamen and used for that purpose until 2002-03 when it was sold once more. Known
as Carleton House the old hotel building remains a heritage property and, although Harold and
Bernie did not succeed in creating a youth hostel, they did preserve a vital piece of Nova Scotia's
history.
Other endeavors
In addition to his work as Halifax City Social Planner and his input to the Board of the AICP,
Harold did not limit his contribution or influence to just one philanthropic, professional or
community organization but, was a man who played a major role in many.
When he graduated from the School of Social Work in 1954 he became involved in the Mainland
Branch of the Canadian Association of Social Workers. He worked diligently in the local Branch
as a member, served on the Executive of the Branch and represented Nova Scotia on the Board
of the National Association. Harold was there through all the changes that would occur both
locally and nationally as social work grew in the province and in Canada and, in fact, helped to
establish the first Association of Social Workers in Nova Scotia in 1963. Throughout his career
he maintained his involvement and contributions to his chosen profession of social work.
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Of course, Harold did not limit his scope in terms of philanthropic organizations. He has been a
long time member of the Halifax Youth Foundation (HYF). The HYF dates back to the days of
the old Halifax Industrial School. When the School was closed in 1949 the land it stood on was
sold and the money invested to serve as a base for the formation and work of the Halifax Youth
Foundation which supports community projects. Like the connections between many
organizations and groups in the city, the Halifax Youth Foundation has a long standing
connection with the AICP. According to Harold this is the way the connection came about:
“One day in 1998 I was at my cottage near Pictou, Nova Scotia on the Northumberland
Strait and my next door neighbor, Sandra MacKenzie who was then the Deputy Minister
of the Department of Labour and Advanced Education and, also a member of the Board
of the Halifax Youth Foundation dropped by for a visit. She mentioned that grant money
was available under the Federal Government's National Literacy Program in the amount
of one million dollars. In order to access the money organizations/agencies applying for
the grant would have to raise or have an amount of money equal to or greater than that of
the requested grant. Neither the AICP nor the Halifax Youth Foundation had that amount
of money. In fact when I brought it to their attention, the AICP realized that its own
constitution stood in the way of the organization applying for the grant but decided that if
the Halifax Youth Foundation decided to apply it would support the application.
The Halifax Youth Foundation went ahead with the application for the grant with the idea
that it could raise the matching money over a three year period. The organization was
successful in obtaining the grant money. Since that time, as a sign of good will and
thanks for the support it received from the AICP, the Halifax Youth Foundation has
provided the Halifax Assistance Fund with a grant of $9,000 each year. This has forged a
long lasting relationship between the two organizations.”
Serving on both Boards has provided Harold with many avenues for ensuring both organizations
continue their work in serving the poor and benefited them equally.
Conclusion
Capturing the essence of the man: who Harold is and what he is; is perhaps most visible in a
story Harold himself told about his first few months as the head of the city’s Social Planning
Department. As he tells it:
“When I first came to work for the city it was towards the end of the process of moving
residents out of Africville. Peter MacDonald, a social worker, was the person responsible
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for moving the residents. When I arrived there were just two residents left in the
community. One was moved but there was one last resident, Pa Carvery, who refused to
move.
I went to visit Mr. Carvery by walking along the railway tracks that went through
Africville. Mr. Carvery met me on the tracks with his very large dog. He told me he was
not going to move to Mulgrave Park because he was not allowed to take his dog there and
he was not leaving without his dog. That was that.
I was under pressure from the city to find a solution and move Mr. Carvery because the
Bridge Commission was getting ready to build the MacKay Bridge and needed to clear
the land. Fortunately, at that time I knew of a small house owned by the city just off the
Africville site. I convinced the city to rent it to Mr. Carvery and he accepted the offer
which satisfied his needs. Within a short time he moved into his new home and the way
was cleared to construct the bridge”.
Harold had witnessed first-hand the repressive attitude about poverty from the application of the
Poor Law on trips as a boy with his father who was an Overseer of the Poor. He recognized the
relationship between poverty, oppression and exclusion. He saw societal structures as repressive
and mobilized projects of structural change throughout his career. Harold’s association with Pa
Carvery brought to the forefront his inherent respect for individuals regardless of their
circumstances or society’s perception of them. Harold, himself, has said of his career and life: “I
tried to open up possibilities for people to improve their lot in life and use their potential. As a
result of this philosophy, I made many friends whom I still see at least on an intermittent basis”.
Harold has always been a thinker, a man of ideas and an innovator challenging the status quo.
Luckily, he has also had the good fortune along with the skill and knowledge, wherever he was,
to choose people who could help him achieve his vision for a more equitable system of programs
and services for those individuals and families who were and are counted among the poor. In his
sixty year connection with the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, he has
brought to the organization his wealth of knowledge and experience and made a positive impact
on its undertakings. As long as he is able to do so, Harold will continue to make a contribution
to the organization.
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