
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

African, Caribbean, and Black (ACB) 

Community Associations in Canada 

 

Landscape, Civic Engagement, Fragmentation, and Pathways to Strategic Unity 

 

Authors 

Tedla Desta, PhD 

Habibah Ibrahim 

Research Assistant 

Jessell Miranda 

Reviewer 

Nguavese Ukange 

CanAfro Research Institute 

 

                                                                     Waterloo, Canada 

https://www.canafroinstitute.com/   

             April 2026 

               

 

https://www.canafroinstitute.com/


ACB Community National Associations in Canada  |  CanAfro Research Institute  |  March 2026 

CanAfro Research Institute  |  March 2026 3 

 

About CanAfro Research Institute & This Report 

Who We Are: The CanAfro Research Institute is a collective of African and Caribbean diasporic 

scholars and professionals based in Canada. We are also African and Caribbean-Canadian citizens. 

Our unique position provides deep, culturally-nuanced insights into the economic and social 

landscapes of both Canada and the regions we are connected to. 

About This Report: This report is a volunteer-led, unfunded research project examining the 

landscape, civic engagement, fragmentation, and pathways to strategic unity of African, 

Caribbean, and Black (ACB) community associations in Canada. Intended for federal and 

provincial policymakers, funders, academic institutions, and community organizations. 

Methodology: A mixed-methods approach integrating quantitative data alongside qualitative 

insights from community leadership conversations, website analysis, and literature synthesis. It is 

Afrocentric in that we have full agency in this project. 

To cite this report: CanAfro Research Institute. (2026). A Comprehensive Study of African, 

Caribbean, and Black (ACB) Community Associations in Canada. Authors: Desta, T., Ibrahim, H. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report presents a comprehensive national analysis of African, Caribbean, and Black (ACB) 

community associations in Canada. Drawing on a mixed-methods design, including a full search 

of the Corporations Canada database, community leadership discussions with leaders of four 

associations in the Waterloo Region and Greater Toronto Area, systematic website content analysis 

of ten organizations, and synthesis of academic and policy literature, the study maps a sector of 

profound public importance and public neglect. This is first-of-its-kind landscape study of ACB 

community associations in Canada.  

Using a search of the federal Corporations Canada registry, the study identified 417 active ACB 

organizations, though the true number is likely well above 1,000 nationwide once provincial, 

unincorporated, and faith-based associations are included. These organizations form a significant 

but largely unrecognized civic infrastructure serving Canada’s Black population, which now 

exceeds 1.5 million people. 

 

The research finds that ACB associations frequently operate as substitute public institutions, 

delivering services such as settlement support, youth mentorship, mental health programming, 

housing assistance, and legal advocacy, often with minimal public funding. Despite performing 

work typically associated with government social programs, most organizations rely heavily on 

volunteer labour, short-term project grants, and community fundraising. As a result, none of the 

associations examined had dedicated policy staff or stable multi-year funding, reflecting broader 

structural inequalities in philanthropic and public funding access for Black-led organizations. 

 

At the same time, the report shows that the ACB community sector generates substantial social 

and economic value. Based on available financial disclosures, program activities, and community 

lending systems such as ROSCAs, the study estimates $90–170 million in annual economic 

activity, with the potential to reach $1 billion or more when the broader ecosystem is considered. 

The report concludes that the central challenge facing ACB associations is not organizational 

capacity but structural underinvestment and calls for recognition of these organizations as critical 

community infrastructure supported through sustained funding and collaborative policy 

engagement.  
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1| INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Historical Background and Rationale 

The presence of people of African descent in Canada dates to the sixteenth century, with early 

settlements in Nova Scotia and Ontario. Throughout that history, African and Caribbean 

communities have formed community associations to confront discrimination, provide mutual aid, 

and sustain community development when formal institutions would not. The African United 

Baptist Association, founded in 1854, is among the earliest recorded examples (African United 

Baptist Association, n.d.). 

Gooden's (2008) study of Black community organizing in Toronto between 1912 and 1996 offers 

the most detailed historical account. The First Baptist Church was founded in 1826; two more 

Black churches had appeared by 1850. By the late 1840s, Black entrepreneurs had established 

icehouses, a medical hall offering dental and pharmaceutical services, a hardware store, and an 

import dry goods business. These were not expressions of cultural preference; they were responses 

to systematic exclusion from white-owned commercial and civic life (Gooden, 2008). However, a 

related question is whether African associations emerged under similar conditions? For example, 

with African associations formed initially to fight regimes by newcomer refugees that they 

abandoned in Africa or as groups to practice their unique cultural and religious practices. 

Post-1960s immigration waves significantly diversified and expanded these communities. Coen-

Sanchez (2025) documents how political instability, the Duvalier dictatorship in Haiti, economic 

restructuring in Jamaica, forced many to seek opportunities abroad, while Canada's evolving 

immigration policies and Commonwealth ties created structured migration pathways, especially 

after the 1967 Points-Based Immigration System opened doors to skilled and semi-skilled workers. 

Gooden's (2008) study of community organizing by English-speaking African Caribbean migrants 

in Toronto between 1912 and 1996 provides the historical foundation for this report's central 

argument. She documents that systemic discrimination in Toronto created a "color line" evidenced 

in "residential patterns, housing, federal immigration policy, separate schools, churches, and social 

clubs" (p. 415). Crucially, Gooden notes that while White supremacy restricted economic 

opportunities for Blacks, "these same limitations did allow some Black men and women to 

establish businesses, destined specifically to serve the Black community. That is, because Blacks 

could not be served in White businesses, they created their own" (Gooden, 2008, p. 415). 

By the 1950s, Gooden reports that "Black institutional organizing in Toronto bordered on the 

chaotic. There were 35 African Canadian and African Caribbean organizations, primarily social 

clubs and self-help organizations, not including the churches, all struggling to maintain their own 

building fund" (Gooden, 2008, p. 416). This trend is still present in 2026 with several of the 

associations that we spoke to struggling to even find a permanent office or funding and resource 

base. Despite decades of organizing, by 1996, "the initiatives of the older, more established 

migrants had not yet reached the level needed to control and build institutions that could effectively 

constitute a forceful lobbying group" (Gooden, 2008, p. 423). The continuity between Gooden's 
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historical findings and our contemporary data reveals a persistent structural problem. Black 

communities in Canada have been building institutions for nearly two centuries, yet each 

generation must rebuild because previous institutions. They were never adequately resourced to 

become permanent, or they crumbled at a young age due to internal issues. 

Gooden also provides a powerful critique of how government funding was used to create division. 

Regarding Caribana, she notes that "the government granted funds, but only to one faction, thereby 

undermining the workings of the different groups by pitting them against each other through the 

donation of money" (Gooden, 2008, p. 419). Regarding the National Black Coalition of Canada 

(NBCC), established to reconcile schisms between Caribbean-born Blacks and African Canadians, 

"perhaps NBCC's failure stemmed from being legitimated through federal government funding. In 

the end, the Canadian nation-state encouraged discord within the organization's ranks, eliminated 

the funding line, and funneled the money to another government-supported Black organization" 

(Gooden, 2008, p. 419). 

The trajectory of the Ethiopian Community Association of Waterloo Region (ECAWR), as 

documented in its recent newsletter, illustrates this hybrid character well. What began as an 

informal mutual-aid network supporting early Ethiopian newcomers has become a structured 

organization with defined leadership, programming, and governance. It is simultaneously 

volunteer-driven, culturally anchored, and functionally responsive to settlement and 

intergenerational needs. Its evolution confirms the central argument of this report while also 

exposing its structural limits: reliance on unpaid labour, episodic programming constrained by 

volunteer capacity, and a resource base far too small for the work being done (ECAWR Newsletter, 

2025). 

1.2 The Problem: Recognition Without Resourcing 

Canada's Black population has more than doubled in the past two decades, reaching 1.5 million in 

the 2021 Census (Statistics Canada, 2024). This growth has not been accompanied by 

corresponding investment in community infrastructure. Pereira et al. (2021) analyzed grant data 

from 40 major Canadian foundations and found that Black-led organizations received 

approximately 0.03% of total philanthropic funding (refer to the Unfunded report). That trend is 

showing slight changes with the launch of new Black-focused grants. However, these grants are 

still small program-focused and not operational core funding. The Black National Funders 

Intermediary Network has distributed over $13 million through the Supporting Black Canadian 

Communities Initiative, but these are project grants, not core operating funding (Black National 

Funders Intermediary Network, n.d.). They fund programs, not institutions. 

The consequences are visible across the sector. Organizations that have operated for decades, the 

Jamaican Canadian Association since 1962, the Somali Canadian Association since 1987, remain 

dependent on annual grant competitions, gala proceeds, and volunteer labour. They cannot hire 

policy staff. They cannot plan beyond a funding cycle. They cannot build endowments or acquire 

physical assets. 
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The contrast with other diaspora communities is stark. Chinese, Armenian, and Jewish 

communities have built permanent institutions: hospitals, schools, seniors' residences, cultural 

centres, and advocacy organizations supported by endowments and decades of accumulated capital 

(Mon Sheong Foundation, 2024; The Armenian Weekly, 2025; Montreal Gazette, 2025). Their 

community associations supplement functioning public systems. ACB associations in most of the 

cases are not supplementary. They are substitutional, and the communities that built them have 

been paying for the state's neglect and lack of recognition for generations. 

 

1.3 Study Objectives and Research Questions 

This study was guided by five objectives: to map the landscape of ACB community national 

associations in Canada; to analyze what makes African and Caribbean associations similar and 

different; to assess organizational capacities and identify untapped potential; to examine how 

associations can draw on those capacities across sectors; and to integrate existing literature and 

propose future research directions. 

The central research questions are: What are the operational models, services, and geographic 

scope of ACB associations? How do African and Caribbean associations compare in structure, 

function, and needs? What systemic barriers limit their impact and sustainability? And what do 

community leaders themselves identify as the most urgent priorities for change? 
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2| LITERATURE 

2.1 Immigrant Organizations: Theoretical Foundations 

Babis (2016) identifies four drivers of immigrant organization formation: cultural (language and 

identity preservation), social (exclusion from mainstream civil society), political (representation 

and advocacy), and economic (mutual aid, rotating credit, self-help). Based on the current study 

of ACB community associations in Canada, the social driver, exclusion from mainstream civil 

society and systemic institutional failure, emerges as the dominant and foundational force. Breton's 

(1964) concept of "institutional completeness" captures the aspiration: these communities strive to 

provide as broad a range of services as possible, reducing dependence on host-country institutions. 

Breton studied French and English communities in Canada, he was not theorizing Black diaspora 

organizing, but his framework raises a question that this report answers: why are some 

communities forced to achieve institutional completeness while others are not? 

The Swedish case illustrates the difference as Zettervall and colleagues (2021) examined: state-

funded community associations serving over a thousand immigrant organizations do not provide 

basic welfare services because the Swedish welfare state already provides them universally. 

Immigrant associations in Sweden occupy a complementary function: helping members navigate 

public systems, preserving culture, maintaining transnational ties. 

The peer-reviewed Canadian study of community organizations as service providers examines 

Chinese associations in Edmonton and Calgary (Guo, 2012). Guo found that Chinese organizations 

provide equitable social services precisely because they are more closely connected to and 

responsive to community association needs. Yet he also found that the state uses funding to 

mobilize community political support while pressuring organizations to assimilate into mainstream 

delivery models, a context that ACB associations know well. 

2.2 The ACB Experience in Canada 

African and Caribbean community organizations in Canada have evolved from mutual aid 

societies and faith-based gatherings into a sophisticated network shaping settlement services, 

advocacy, and public policy. Early Black organizing centred in churches and fraternal societies, 

groups like the African United Baptist Association that functioned as alternative welfare systems 

during systematic exclusion from mainstream institutions (Mensah, 2010). After 1967, new 

organizations formed around national identity and began acting as bridges between Black 

communities and the Canadian state. 

The diversity of organizational form reflects the diversity of community experience. Professional-

oriented groups like the Nigerian Canadian Association prioritized credential recognition and 

economic integration. Somali-led organizations focused heavily on youth leadership, given the 

refugee experiences that shaped that diaspora. Mary Goitom's work (2012, 2024) shows how 

indigenous institutional forms, mahbar (self-help associations), the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo 
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Church, persist in diaspora contexts, sustaining social insurance systems, ritual practices, and 

transnational connections across generations. 

Karine Coen-Sanchez's (2025) study uses racial capitalism as a theoretical lens, critiquing the 

structural inequalities embedded in Canadian immigration and labour policies. Her empirical 

findings are telling: 51% of Jamaicans in Canada report experiencing discrimination or unfair 

treatment, 69% of those experiencing it in the workplace or during job applications, yet 71% report 

strong feelings of belonging to their community or cultural group. These are precisely the 

conditions, high solidarity, high exclusion, that produce strong and tenacious associational 

ecosystems. 

2.3 Historical Context: Gooden (2008) 

Three findings deserve extended attention. 

The first is what Gooden calls the substitute institution thesis: systemic discrimination in Toronto 

created a "color line" evidenced in residential patterns, housing, federal immigration policy, and 

social clubs. While White supremacy restricted economic opportunities for Black Torontonians, 

those same restrictions paradoxically created a captive market for Black-owned businesses and 

service organizations. Institutions emerged from necessity. 

The second finding concerns fragmentation. By the 1950s, Toronto had 35 Black organizations, 

primarily social clubs and self-help groups, none of which functioned as a grievance agency, and 

none of which provided educational or legislative backup for Black Canadians (Gooden, 2008, p. 

416). Many were accessible only along cultural and class lines. 

The third, and perhaps most important for contemporary funders, is Gooden's account of state co-

optation. Government funding was systematically used to create division. Regarding Caribana, she 

notes that "the government granted funds, but only to one faction, thereby undermining the 

workings of the different groups by pitting them against each other" (Gooden, 2008, p. 419). The 

National Black Coalition of Canada, which counted more than 80 organizations under its aegis, 

folded by the late 1980s when government funding was withdrawn and redirected to a rival. 

Yet Gooden also documents successful models of unity. The Canadian Negro Women's 

Association (CNWA), founded in 1951, brought together Canadian-born and Caribbean-born 

individuals across class lines. The Negro Citizenship Committee, supported by 26 organizations, 

successfully lobbied for changes to the Immigration Act and secured landed status for individuals. 

Student organizing in the 1960s and 1970s developed what Gooden calls a "diasporic sensibility," 

the capacity to see Black people across origins as "an extension of themselves" regardless of place 

of birth (p. 420). 
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2.4 Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCAs), Social Services, and the Substitute 

Function 

Hossein's (2017) research documents a form of informal economic organizing within Caribbean 

communities that formal policy almost entirely ignores. Known as "pardnas" in Jamaica and 

"susus" in Trinidad, and "Equib" in Ethiopia, these associations operate as trust-based mutual aid 

networks: each month, every member contributes the same sum and one person receives the 

collective payout. As Hossein explains, the mechanism creates forced savings for people who may 

have no access to formal credit and sustains community bonds beyond the purely financial. 

These associations are more than transactional. They give people a place to discuss the issues of 

the day and attend to financial needs to realize life goals (Hossein, 2017; 2022). This informal 

infrastructure represents significant untapped capacity that formal ACB associations could draw 

on, not by absorbing ROSCAs into bureaucratic structures, but by building complementary 

services: financial literacy, business development support, and pathways to formal credit for 

participants who demonstrate savings discipline. 

Agnew's (1998) analysis of social services provided by community-based groups documents the 

systemic racism that necessitates substitute institutions. Immigrants from Asia, Africa, and the 

Caribbean often find that the prevailing ideology of human services is exclusionary and racist, 

universal in principle, inconsistent in delivery. This gap between stated mandate and actual 

practice is precisely what ACB associations fill, at their own cost and with their own labour and 

time. 

2.5 The Complexity of Integration 

Research on Caribbean immigrant experiences reveals the inadequacy of simplistic assimilation 

frameworks. Immigrant identities are fluid, layered, and situated (University of Toronto 

Scarborough, n.d.). People describe themselves as Afro-Canadian citizens, from St. Vincent but 

with an African background, identities that defy easy categorization. An association that appears 

"separate" to outside observers may be exercising strategic agency in response to exclusion, not 

expressing preference for segregation. 

2.6 Emerging Infrastructure: The Africa Centre Debate and CACBTA 

Edmonton's Africa Centre Multicultural Community exemplifies the tensions inherent in pan-

African organizing (Mrinali, 2025). The $54 million facility, featuring community space, 

gymnasium, library, commercial space, daycare, and low-income housing, has become western 

Canada's largest pan-African non-profit. Yet its scale has sparked concerns about representation. 

As Mohamed Ahmed of the Somali Community Edmonton cautioned, "Africa is not a monolithic 

entity. It is a continent of more than fifty countries, each with its own rich heritage, language and 

tradition" (as cited in Mrinali, 2025). That is why it is important to know that merger is not the 

solution of unity. However, strategic and goal focused specific alliances and coordination are more 

important while recognizing the diversity and heterogeneity of all these communities. 
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2.7 The Gap This Report Fills 

Domain What Exists What Does Not Exist 

International 

scholarship 

Strong literature on immigrant 

organizations (Babis, 2016; 

Breton, 1964; Zettervall et al., 

2021) 

No study of ACB community 

national associations in Canada 

as a distinct organizational 

population 

Canadian scholarship Study of Chinese community 

organizations (Guo, 2012); Coen-

Sanchez (2025) on Afro-

Caribbean identity; Gooden 

(2008) on historical organizing; 

Hossein (2017) on ROSCAs 

No comparative analysis of 

African vs. Caribbean 

associations; no documentation 

of substitute/supplement 

distinction 

Policy documentation Extensive inventory of federal 

programs (Government of 

Canada, 2025) 

No recognition that these 

programs fund parallel public 

infrastructure for state failure, 

not cultural supplements 

Community discourse Repeated calls for permanent 

institutions; critiques of project-

based funding (Pereira et al., 

2021) 

No systematic evidence linking 

funding precarity to 

organizational mission and 

migration history 

 

In addition, this study is the first in that there are no existing studies assessing African and 

Caribbean community associations in Canada in such landscape, orientation and recency but also 

analyzing their economic and intangible contributions to their communities as well as the Canadian 

nation. 

2.8 Economic Footprint of African and Caribbean Associations in Canada 

The CanAfro Research Institute's comprehensive study of ACB ethnic national associations in 

Canada offers a conservative estimate of their collective economic impact, calculated at $90–170 

million annually based on a detailed analysis of fewer than 10 organizations (this is based on an 

illustrative estimate and based on a limited sample). This figure could potentially rise to several 

hundreds of millions or a billion if full transparency and detailed financial reporting were provided 

by the over 400 active associations nationwide.  

Drawing on federal disclosures, including FedDev Ontario's $93 million investment supporting 

over 5,700 jobs and 4,300 Black-led businesses, provincial registries, organizational financials, 

and documented informal economic activity through ROSCAs (estimated at $12–20 million 
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annually; Hossein, 2022), the study estimates $30–40 million in annual government funding and 

$50–100 million in revenue generated by supported businesses. 

Importantly, much of this economic activity arises not from public grants but from the unpaid labor 

of thousands of volunteers and mandatory membership contributions. For instance, national 

community associations from East Africa interviewed for this study require members to contribute 

at least $60 annually, sustaining their operations through collective self-help. 

Beyond measurable metrics, these organizations provide economic value through less quantifiable 

means: they offer weekly mentorship and faith-based networks that guide youth toward productive 

citizenship; provide culturally grounded mental health support that alleviates pressure on public 

healthcare; engage in legal advocacy to protect workers from racial discrimination; and facilitate 

ROSCAs that extend capital to entrepreneurs and families often denied access by mainstream 

banks. The Black Entrepreneurship Program alone has supported over 24,000 Black entrepreneurs, 

showcasing the scalable impact of initiatives led by these associations. 

These findings fundamentally challenge persistent narratives that portray Black communities as 

dependent or economically marginal. Instead, they reveal ACB associations to be vital economic 

infrastructure, whose contributions, both in value added and public costs avoided, represent an 

extraordinary and largely unacknowledged benefit to the Canadian economy. This invisibility 

arises from the systematic underfunding and lack of recognition of these institutions, which are 

built and sustained entirely by the communities they serve. The pressing question is not whether 

Canada can afford to invest in these organizations, but whether it can afford the stagnation, lost 

productivity, and preventable inequality that result from failing to do so. 
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3| METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative mapping with qualitative 

depth to construct a detailed portrait of the national ACB associational landscape. 

3.1 Data Sources 

Quantitative Data: Organizational data were drawn from the Corporations Canada database 

(active ACB organizations in good standing) and data from the associations' annual reports and 

secondary reports from gray literature. 

Insights from Community Leaders: To contextualize the findings from organizational 

documents and databases, the authors drew on informal, voluntary conversations with leaders and 

representatives from three associations: the AFRO Family Organization (Kitchener-Waterloo), the 

Ethiopian Association in the Greater Toronto Area (EAGTA), and the Caribbean Canadian 

Association of Waterloo Region (CCAWR). These conversations were conducted by email and in 

person between June and July 2025 as part of the Institute's ongoing relationship-building with 

community organizations. Representatives were invited to share their perspectives on their 

organizations' mandates, services, barriers to impact, collaboration with other ACB groups, and 

views on funding and policy. A fourth organization, the African-Canadian Association of Waterloo 

Region and Area (ACAWR), was also part of a companion scoping exercise (CanAfro Research 

Institute, 2025). Most of these organizations are based in Ontario, this disconnect is compounded 

by regional disparities; while associations in Ontario and Quebec show high organizational 

density, our outreach in Alberta and Nova Scotia met significant unresponsiveness. 

The three organizations were selected to capture meaningful variation: AFRO Family Organization 

represents a settlement-focused African-serving organization in a regional context; EAGTA 

represents a longer-established, large-city African organization with a refugee and newcomer 

mandate; and CCAWR represents an established Caribbean-led organization with a strong 

entrepreneurship focus. Together they offer grounded insights into operating conditions that 

complement the document-based analysis. 

These conversations were conducted as part of the Institute's community-engaged practice, not as 

formal academic research requiring institutional ethics review. Participants were informed of the 

purpose and consented verbally to have their perspectives reflected in this report. We present their 

insights not as generalizable data but as illustrative of themes that emerged repeatedly in our 

engagement with the sector. 

Website Content Analysis: Between October and December 2025, we conducted systematic 

qualitative content analysis of the public websites of ten ACB ethnic national associations, selected 

through purposive sampling to maximize diversity across geography, community of origin, 

organizational age, and organizational form. The sample included: African Canadian Association 

of Ottawa (ACAO), Barbados Canada Association (BCA), Council of Caribbean Associations 

Canada (CCAC), Kenyan Canadian Association (KCA), Indo-Caribbean Canadian Association 
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(ICCA), Isokan Yoruba Ottawa (IYO), Jamaican Canadian Association (JCA), Somali Canadian 

Association (SCA), Eritrean Canadian Community Centre (ECCC), and Haitians of Toronto 

(HOT). Websites were analyzed for stated mandate, services offered, geographic scope, civic 

engagement activity, partnership networks, and financial transparency. 

 

Association Abbreviation Primary 

Community 

Geographic Base Founded 

African Canadian 

Association of Ottawa 

ACAO Pan-African Ottawa-Gatineau 2007 

Barbados Canada 

Association 

BCA Barbadian Toronto (GTA) — 

Council of Caribbean 

Associations Canada 

CCAC Pan-

Caribbean 

Toronto (GTA) — 

Kenyan Canadian 

Association 

KCA Kenyan Brampton (GTA) — 

Indo-Caribbean 

Canadian Association 

ICCA Indo-

Caribbean 

Toronto (GTA) 2020 

Isokan Yoruba Ottawa IYO Yoruba 

(Nigerian) 

Ottawa 2001 

Jamaican Canadian 

Association 

JCA Jamaican Toronto 1962 

Somali Canadian 

Association 

SCA Somali Etobicoke (GTA) 1987 

Eritrean Canadian 

Community Centre 

ECCC Eritrean Toronto — 

Haitians of Toronto HOT Haitian Toronto — 

 

Literature Synthesis: A review of academic, policy, and community-based sources was 

conducted, with particular attention to Coen-Sanchez (2025), Gooden (2008), Hossein (2017; 

2022), Agnew (1998), and materials from the University of Ottawa's Faculty of Social Sciences. 
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3.2 Analytical Approach 

Data analysis proceeded through four phases. First, descriptive mapping categorized associations 

by type, geographic scope, and service portfolio. Second, thematic coding identified recurring 

patterns across documents, community leadership conversations, and websites, particularly around 

services delivered, challenges encountered, collaboration attempts, and civic engagement. Third, 

comparative analysis contrasted organizational models to identify structural differences between 

African and Caribbean associations. Fourth, an Afrocentric framework was applied, evaluating 

organizational work through principles of cultural sovereignty, collective agency, and resistance 

to institutional erasure. 

3.3 Limitations 

Four limitations should be acknowledged. First, websites are partial representations. They do not 

capture informal advocacy, back-channel policy influence, or organizing conducted through 

WhatsApp, Instagram, or in-person networks. An association that does not mention voter 

engagement on its website may still be mobilizing voters through trusted community messengers. 

Our findings reflect what organizations choose to make public, not the full scope of their activity. 

Second, the website content sample of ten associations is not statistically representative of the 

400+ organizations identified in the sector. Third, the interview (conversation) sample of four 

organizations is small, reflecting the scope and resources of this phase of the research. As a next 

step, a larger comparative interview work is identified as a priority.  

Fourth, the Afrocentric analytical lens is a deliberate theoretical choice. Other frameworks, 

political economy, organizational ecology, critical race theory, would yield different insights. We 

do not claim that our lens is the only valid lens, only that it is the lens most absent from existing 

policy discourse and most faithful to the communities we study. 

 

Artificial Intelligence Disclaimer: Artificial intelligence tools were used for less than 10% of this 

report, primarily for background research and limited summarization. 
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4| FINDINGS 

4.1 Demographic Backdrop: A Mosaic of Communities 

Canada's ACB population exceeds 1.5 million, shaped by two primary historical processes: pre-

Confederation settlement and migration from the Caribbean and Africa after the 19th century and 

mainly since the 1960s. The community is 41% Canadian-born, 32.6% African-born, and 21% 

Caribbean-born, speaking hundreds of mother tongues (Domey & Patsiurko, 2024). This 

heterogeneity is not incidental, it is the single most important factor shaping the associational 

ecosystem, and it is frequently misread by funders who expect a single "Black community" to be 

legible through a single organizational lens. The Black community is not monolithic, it is 

heterogenous with 15 plus countries in the Caribbean and 54 from Africa. This heterogeneity is 

also observed in the number intra-country ethnic-based associations that are formed such as 

Yoruba and Egbo community associations (Oromo Canadian Community Association (OCCA)-

Toronto, Tigray Community Association in Calgary, Yoruba Social and Cultural Association of 

British Columbia, and Ndi Igbo Cultural Association etc.) instead of being under the broader 

national umbrella of a Nigerian association. These associations are also organized as independent 

entries in each of Canadian provinces, cities and even municipalities, wherever they have a 

concentration. However, regardless of ethnic group, city, or country of origin, they exist to keep 

language, culture, and community alive in a country that was not built with them in mind through 

cultural heritage programs, delivering settlement services and economic support that mainstream 

systems fail to provide. 

4.2 Organizational Presence by Community 

According to our estimates there are more than 1000 active, dissolution pending, provincially 

incorporated, unincorporated ACB community associations in Canada. The list below contains 

only seven keywords we used to search the active corporations in the Corporations Canada 

database. 

 

Community Type Active 

Orgs 

Notes 

Pan-African & Regional 

Umbrella 

200+ Spanning cultural, professional, social service, and 

advocacy functions across the continental African 

diaspora in Canada 

Nigerian 40 Strong professional and sub-community 

(Yoruba/Igbo) presence 

Caribbean (Pan) 47 Diverse sectors; includes Indo-Caribbean specific 

organizations 
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Haitian 41 Development and humanitarian focus 

predominates 

Somali 47 Strong service infrastructure across multiple 

regions 

Eritrean 22 Strong religious institutional presence 

Ethiopian 20 Plus several intra-community groups representing 

distinct ethnopolitical identity not added in this list 

(Tigray, Oromo, Afar, Somali) 

Total from the search words  417+ Active organizations in good standing (federal 

registry only) 

 

4.3 Voices from the Field: What Community Leaders Told Us 

Before presenting the comparative analysis, it is worth grounding the findings in the words of the 

organizational leaders who participated in this study. Their responses cut through the abstraction 

that policy documents can impose on lived realities, and they speak directly to the structural 

patterns the literature identifies. 

On What Communities Actually Need 

The three interviews reveal both shared priorities and the sharp differences in mandate that 

distinguish African settlement organizations from Caribbean cultural associations. At EAGTA, 

which serves refugee and newcomer populations in Toronto, the Executive Director described a 

core service portfolio oriented around crisis and transition: 

"We provide newcomers referral, crisis response, seniors' programs and refugee resettlement 

programs. In addition, we have socio-cultural and heritage-focused events that focus on 

Ethiopian culture. New services that need to be prioritized include: newcomer settlement, 

youth empowerment programs and employment, workforce development." 

— Executive Director, Ethiopian Association in the Greater Toronto Area (EAGTA) 

 

The Pan-African and Pan-regional association, the African-Canadian Association of Waterloo 

Region (ACAWR), offers services that are a bit different from the nation-specific associations. 

"We provide community advocacy, children's and youth programming, education and 

recreational programs, community health checks, women's support, immigration matters, and 

winter support programs." 

— Representative, African-Canadian Association of Waterloo Region (ACAWR) 
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At AFRO Family Organization in Kitchener-Waterloo, the work covers a similarly broad range 

but with particular depth in mental health, an area that is underfunded and insufficiently culturally 

grounded. AFRO runs Black mental health programs for youth at the Country Hills Community 

Centre, an Empowering Girls program for ages 9–14, a weekly Parents Support Program with 

translation services, and a seniors program that includes intergenerational youth-senior walk-and-

talks. The organization also provides system navigation, connecting individuals to culturally 

relevant services across housing, immigration, and social supports. 

CCAWR's self-description reflects a different orientation, one shaped by a Caribbean community 

with longer Canadian roots and a stronger economic foothold: 

"Given our role in the ecosystem, we found that we were good at entrepreneurship. That 

is one area that needs to be prioritized. Secondly, we aim to be fully encompassing all 

the cultures and experiences within the Caribbean culture. We want to be seen as the 

right leaders or key organization bringing in all the Caribbean cultures in addition to 

the few that have been active." 

— Participant, Caribbean Canadian Association of Waterloo Region (CCAWR) 

 

This difference in self-description is itself analytically significant. EAGTA names settlement and 

crisis response as its core work, the vocabulary of institutions dealing with acute systemic failure. 

CCAWR names entrepreneurship and cultural representation, the vocabulary of institutions 

building on a more established community foundation. Both are under-resourced. But the nature 

of what they do, and therefore what they need, is structurally different. 

On Collaboration, and Why It Doesn’t Happen More 

All three organizations described collaborating with other groups in some form. EAGTA named 

Access Employment, Skills for Change, and the CEE Centre for Young Black Professionals. 

AFRO has worked with Kind Minds Family Wellness and with Eritrean and Sudanese associations 

in the region. These collaborations are real, but can also be fragile, informal, and constrained by 

capacity. 

CCAWR was perhaps the most candid about the gap between the aspiration to collaborate and the 

practical conditions that prevent it: 

"Although not systemic, we have some level of interaction and collaboration with similar 

organizations such as the Nigerian, getting speakers to come. They tend to be personal 

rather than strategic. That did not happen because we lack the capacity and the time to 

do that as a volunteer-run organization." 

— Participant, CCAWR 
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This is not a story about a lack of goodwill. It is a story about what happens when organizations 

are so thinly resourced that even relationship-building becomes a luxury. Strategic collaboration 

requires staff time, trust-building, and shared infrastructure, none of which project grants provide. 

The result, as CCAWR named directly, is a sector that operates in silos not by preference but by 

necessity: 

"Everything is done in a silo. How can we work together rather than in silos?" 

— Participant, CCAWR 

 

A representative of ACAWR also seconded the earlier reflections regarding the main barriers that 

their organization faces: 

"Limited funding to promote our programming, weather limitations during the winter to 

engage in our recreational services, and active participation of children and youth in 

other programs as well." 

— Participant, ACAWR 

 

However, the representative of ACAWR confirmed that they do collaborate with other similar 

associations and organizations to build a sense of belonging, community bonding, shared ideas, 

and building on each other's resources. 

On Barriers: Funding, Participation, and the Silo Problem 

The interview responses converge on a set of structural barriers that map closely onto what the 

scholarly literature describes, and onto what Gooden (2008) documented in Toronto decades 

earlier. Funding dominated every conversation. At EAGTA, the Executive Director identified lack 

of resources as the primary challenge, alongside the absence of coordination among service 

providers. An interviewee in Waterloo described losing their dedicated grant writer, a loss with 

compounding consequences, since the organization now relies heavily on student placements that, 

while valuable, introduce staffing instability. The comment from CCAWR on the competitive 

dynamics of equity-seeking funding streams is worth quoting: 

"Funding is the main one. The funds we qualify for, they say they are for equity-seeking 

groups and that creates competition among many similar organizations." 

— Participant, CCAWR 

 

This observation, that equity-designated funding pools pit Black-led organizations against each 

other rather than supporting them collectively, is one of the more important findings in this study. 

It replicates in contemporary form the pattern Gooden (2008) documented in her account of how 
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government funding was used to divide, rather than strengthen, Black organizing coalitions in the 

1960s through 1980s. 

CCAWR also raised two barriers less commonly discussed in policy literature: low community 

participation in governance ("a large number of community members come to Caribana and other 

similar events but not to AGM or other serious meetings"), and the absence of disaggregated data, 

a methodological gap that leaves intersectional identities invisible and many groups outside the 

policy dialogue entirely. At AFRO, transportation emerged as a concrete access barrier. Language 

diversity also presented ongoing challenges, they are providing translation services but 

acknowledging the need for substantially more capacity. 

On Solutions: What Leaders Are Actually Asking For 

The recommendations offered by the community leaders are specific, practical, and convergent 

with the policy literature, but they emerge from experience and they share them all from their own 

lived and empirical experiences on the frontlines. 

EAGTA was direct about what the sector needs from government: more resources flowing to 

community organizations, more targeted programming rather than one-size-fits-all service 

delivery, more culturally informed programs, and more funding for mental health services. 

CCAWR's recommendations were oriented toward collective infrastructure: 

"Building relationship infrastructure, storytelling spaces, collaborative funding models, 

strategically saying no one will lose jobs. We want others, similar associations and 

cultures, to be members of the Caribana events, and we need shared research and 

evaluation tools." 

— Participant, CCAWR 

 

The phrase "strategically saying no one will lose jobs" is telling. It names a fear that rarely appears 

in formal policy discourse but shapes organizational behaviour constantly: that collaboration will 

lead to consolidation, which will lead to job losses. Any unity architecture that fails to address this 

fear directly will struggle to gain traction. 
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4.4 The Core Distinction: Substitute Institutions vs. Supplementary Cultural Clubs 

 

When we stepped back from individual programs and examined the function these organizations 

serve in their communities' lives, a binary emerged. Some ACB associations are substitute public 

institutions: they deliver services that are statutorily the responsibility of government in domains 

where mainstream systems have failed Black communities. Others are supplementary cultural 

institutions: they provide heritage programming, scholarships, and fellowship for communities that 

can, however imperfectly, access housing, healthcare, and employment through mainstream 

channels. 

If the City of Ottawa's housing department adequately served Black families, ACAO may not need 

to acquire townhomes. If the public health system provided culturally competent mental health 

care, ACAO would not need to co-found the Ottawa Black Mental Health Coalition. If 

Employment Ontario reached Somali youth, Somali CA may not need a ten-year youth 

entrepreneurship program. If Passport Canada or another appropriate body could verify Eritrean 

identity documents, ECCC may not need an identity confirmation service. If Elections Canada 

engaged Indo-Caribbean voters, ICCA would not need the VOICE program or would have 

increased the elections canvassing, voting, and participating of ACB community associations. 

These organizations address the gaps left by the Canadian state. They are present because their 

communities lack better options for service providers or welcoming alternatives that are culturally 

aware, free, and respectful. 

Dimension ACB Substitute Institutions Other Diaspora Cultural Clubs 

Primary function Survival infrastructure: housing, 

settlement, anti-racism, identity 

documentation 

Cultural preservation, 

networking, elite philanthropy 

Why they exist Mainstream institutions fail ACB 

communities 

Mainstream institutions work; 

association supplements them 

Service model Full-spectrum, wrap-around, 

under one roof 

Siloed, often referral-based 

Volunteer role Community elders and youth; 

massive scale; intergenerational 

Professional boards; more 

limited volunteer base 

Economic model Harambee (collective 

fundraising), mutual aid, gala 

dependency 

Membership dues, endowment 

funds, government grants 

Advocacy approach Advocacy by delivery: proving 

solutions exist by building them 

Advocacy by lobbying: 

representational 
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4.5 Evidence from Annual Reports 

Analysis of five annual reports from African and Caribbean Canadian associations reveals 

common patterns: multi-service delivery, deep community trust, shared reliance on project-based 

funding, and the chronic gap between need and resources. 

 

Dimension EAGTA 

(2025) 

Ghanaian-

Canadian 

Association 

of Ontario 

(GCAO) 

(2024) 

Canadian 

Caribbean 

Association 

of Halton 

(CCAH) 

(2024) 

Jamaican 

Canadian 

Association 

Alberta 

(JCAA) 

(2020-21) 

CCAWR 

(2023) 

Settlement 

Reach 

2,600+ 

newcomers 

100+ 

refugees 

— — 100+ startups 

Youth 

Programs 

— 30+ weekly 

tutoring 

315 

campers; 70 

in youth 

program 

110 

backpacks 

distributed 

Scholarship 

recipients; 

entrepreneurship 

Economic 

Impact 

53 

businesses 

identified 

Business 

marketplace; 

$1M 

heritage goal 

$25K 

hospital 

donation 

$1M+ assets; 

building 

renovation 

$1.6M client 

revenue; 113 

jobs 

Funding 

Secured 

$94,500 of 

$3M+ 

applied 

PHAC-

funded 

MHFA 

program 

Not 

disclosed 

$292K 

restricted 

funds 

$751K federal 

grant (LiftOff) 

Policy Wins Ethiopian 

Heritage 

Month Bill 

Queen's 

Park flag 

raising 

— — — 

 

The EAGTA figure, $94,500 secured from $3 million-plus applied, is perhaps the most damning 

single data point in this study. An organization serving over 2,600 newcomers, mobilizing 200+ 

volunteers, and achieving a legislative milestone at Queen's Park should not be spending months 

writing proposals for less than $100,000. It should have core funding proportionate to its public 

function. 
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4.6 What Makes African and Caribbean Associations Similar 

A Shared Afrocentric Foundation 

Beneath structural differences lies a shared cultural foundation animated by three Afrocentric 

values. 

 

Ubuntu, "I am because we are", explains the volunteer-heavy models that sustain both 

communities. Somali CA has maintained 1,500 volunteers for 35 years. ECCC operates with 2 

staff and 8 board members. JCA's seniors program runs on retiree labour. This is not organizational 

inefficiency. It is Ubuntu in practice, a community refusing to abandon its members even when 

the system has abandoned it. 

Harambee, "pulling together," explains the gala dependency that funders often label as a symptom 

of disorganization. Community members understand it differently. 

Sankofa, "return to the past to move forward," explains the transnational programming that can 

seem puzzling from a purely settlement-oriented perspective. The Kenyan Canadian Association 

(KCA) invests in Kenya's credit union sector, supporting women managers in the savings and 

credit cooperative sector in partnership with Canadian development organizations. Isokan Yoruba 

Ottawa (IYO) has conducted diabetes screening initiatives among low-income communities in 

Ibadan, Nigeria, in partnership with local hospitals. The Canadian Afro-CARICOM Business 

Trade Association (CACBTA) works to facilitate trade and economic integration between Canada, 

African countries, and the Caribbean Community. These are not distractions from Canadian civic 

life, they are expressions of a diasporic identity that refuses to sever its roots. They support 

Canadian international development programs, local and international charities, and economic and 

diplomacy institutions by sharing the burden. We are not even including the immense economic 

contributions that they make both locally and to their home states through the remittances that they 

send. 

Shared Funding Precarity and Its Consequences 

Zero organizations in our website sample have policy staff. All depend on project grants, galas, 

and volunteer labour. This is not a recent development. By the 1950s, Toronto's 35 Black 

organizations were "all struggling to maintain their own building fund" (Gooden, 2008, p. 416). 

The National Black Coalition of Canada folded when government funding was withdrawn. Each 

generation has had to rebuild what the previous could not sustain for want of resources. The 

repetition does not seem to be accidental but structural and systemic. 
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4.7 What Makes African and Caribbean Associations Different 

Migration History and Settlement Patterns 

Community Primary Migration 

Period 

Migration Characteristics 

Somali, Eritrean, 

Yoruba, Kenyan 

1990s–present Refugee/family reunification; often non-

English speaking; credentials frequently 

devalued 

Haitian Ongoing Refugee/asylum; French-speaking; 

additional language-based barriers 

Jamaican, Barbadian 1960s–70s Economic/education migration; English-

fluent; credentials more often recognized 

Indo-Caribbean 1960s–70s Economic; English-fluent; established 

community with specific electoral exclusion 

experience 

 

These different migration histories produce different organizational needs. Recent refugee 

populations require full-spectrum settlement infrastructure. Established populations require 

cultural preservation and selective substitution for specific failures. African associations are 

parallel public infrastructure institutions across multiple domains; Caribbean associations are 

supplement institutions with selective substitution for specific failures. 

We did not find Caribbean associations engaged in language, settlement, and acculturation 

programs. This difference likely reflects both the longer settlement history of Caribbean 

communities and different funding environments. It may also reflect cultural differences in how 

sexuality and disability are discussed. For example, Caribbean associations have projects that 

specifically address gender, sexual orientation, and disability, while none of the African 

associations assessed any project focused on intersectionality.  Further research is needed to 

understand why this gap exists and whether it is changing. 

Organizational Models and Partnership Patterns 

African substitute institutions, ACAO, Somali CA, ECCC, KCA, HOT, run full-spectrum 

settlement programs, partner with cities, health authorities, and United Ways, and employ 

professional staff despite severe under-resourcing. These are survival partnerships. Caribbean 

supplement institutions, JCA, BCA, CCAC, focus on scholarships, cultural celebrations, and 

seniors' activities, partnering with educational institutions and consulates (while African national 

associations have limited partnerships with their embassies in Canada due to human rights and 
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political differences). These are opportunity partnerships. Both are legitimate. Neither is 

interchangeable with the other. 

 

4.8 Island-Specific Organizations and the Challenge to Unity 

Gooden (2008) is direct about the limits of island-specific organizing. These organizations serve 

important functions, connecting new and established migrants, sustaining identity, exchanging 

information (before social media became widespread) about life back home and life in Canada. 

But they also create a particular kind of insularity: "it is precisely at this site of insularity that the 

synthesis of African Caribbean and African Canadians organizing, and thus community building, 

is impeded" (p. 418). 

CCAWR aspires to be the "key organization bringing in all the Caribbean cultures" but 

acknowledged that island-based loyalties and a fragmented funding environment work against that 

goal. CCAWR notes: community members show up in large numbers for Caribana and cultural 

events, but not for AGMs or strategic meetings. We find that among other things, the African and 

Caribbean national and ethnic association can form an alliance, collaborate or form strategic 

partnerships on two key issues and programs: Anti-Black Racism and Community Empowerment. 

A representative of CCAWR also raised an observation that rarely surfaces in academic literature: 

some community members perceive Caribbean associations as elitist, a perception that further 

limits participation and deepens the gap between organizational leadership and the broader 

community. Addressing this will require deliberate outreach, accessible governance, and the kind 

of storytelling spaces that CCAWR named in its recommendations or it may persist because the 

community association leaders who have the times and skills to lead these associations are usually 

professionals working in a 9-5 work and life balanced career. The same is observed among African 

communities too. Yet Gooden also documents that unity is achievable when organizations 

intentionally build it, the CNWA and NCC are proof. The question of how ACB associations 

transition leadership of first generation parents and remain relevant to Canadian-born generations 

is urgent and under-examined. The sustainability of ACB associations faces a 'Second-Generation 

Crisis,' as a leadership gap persists between foreign-born founders and Canadian-born generations. 

This a topic of its own that we should come back in future articles.  

4.9 The Pan-African Layer: Bridging Infrastructure 

The 200+ pan-African organizations identified in this study represent a third category that existing 

policy frameworks largely miss: bridging infrastructure. These organizations explicitly work 

across national lines, spanning cultural and artistic bodies (Pan African Heritage Museum, African 

Music Academy), professional and economic networks (Federation of African-Canadian 

Economics, African Diaspora Chamber of Commerce), social service providers (African Canadian 

Association of Ottawa), and advocacy organizations (African Canadian Civic Engagement 

Council). 



ACB Community National Associations in Canada  |  CanAfro Research Institute  |  March 2026 

CanAfro Research Institute  |  March 2026 27 

They are doing the work of unity without the resources to sustain it. Gooden's (2008) account of 

student organizing in the 1960s and 1970s provides the historical precedent: students developed a 

diasporic sensibility that allowed them to see Black people across origins as extensions of 

themselves, regardless of place of birth (p. 420). The pan-African organizations of today are trying 

to institutionalize that "diasporic sensibility," which should be resourced, funded and replicated as 

a model by these associations. 
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5| CAPACITIES AND LEVERAGE POINTS 

The deficit framing that dominates policy discourse about ACB communities, an emphasis on what 

is lacking, obscures an equally important story: what is already there. ACB associations carry 

substantial, documented capacities that are being systematically underused. Let us discuss each of 

them.  

5.1 Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCAs) and Economic Empowerment 

ROSCAs represent trust-based financial infrastructure that operates effectively outside formal 

banking systems and largely below the radar of policy. Hossein's (2017) research documents their 

mechanics and their meaning: monthly collective contributions, rotating payouts, and a social 

architecture of mutual obligation that creates savings discipline, financial knowledge, and 

community bonds simultaneously. 

The opportunity is not to absorb ROSCAs into formal structures, that would likely destroy what 

makes them work, but to build complementary services around them: financial literacy programs 

for participants ready to formalize their savings, business development support for those who have 

demonstrated discipline, and pathways to formal credit. This connects directly to CCAWR's 

identified core competency: entrepreneurship support. Before the Canadian government launched 

the Black Entrepreneurship Loan Fund in 2021 following national protests and the recent launch 

of Black Entrepreneurship Program Ecosystem Fund, ROSCAs have been economically 

empowering their community members and associations. Their relationships and strategies are not 

extractive but offering support with zero interest payment. 

5.2 Mental Health Infrastructure 

Mental health emerged in two of the conversations with the community leaders as an urgent and 

underfunded priority, one that existing services are structurally ill-equipped to address because 

they are neither culturally informed nor geographically accessible to the communities that need 

them most and also the fastest growth of ACB community members experiencing the issue. 

AFRO Family Organization has built a mental health programming among the organizations 

interviewed. Its work includes psychoeducation and direct support from Black therapists, separate 

program streams for different age groups (children aged 5–9, pre-teens, girls aged 9–14), a boys-

only group facilitated by a Black male psychotherapist, and activities designed to build self-esteem 

and cultural identity alongside clinical support. The organization is explicit about why this 

specificity matters: culturally relevant care is not a luxury; it is a clinical necessity for populations 

whose mental health needs are shaped by racialized experiences that mainstream providers are 

often not equipped to recognize or address.  

EAGTA named mental health funding as one of its priority recommendations to government. Both 

organizations' responses point to a gap that is simultaneously a capacity and an unmet need: the 
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expertise and community trust to provide culturally appropriate mental health care exists within 

ACB associations; the funding to build it into sustained, in-house programming does not. 

5.3 Cultural Capital 

Coen-Sanchez (2025) documents how Afro-Caribbean communities demonstrate resilience and 

agency in forging new opportunities through cultural knowledge and community networks. This 

cultural capital is tangible: multilingual capacity across English, French, Somali, Tigrigna, 

Yoruba, Swahili, and Haitian Creole; diaspora networks spanning three continents; mutual aid 

traditions rooted in generations of community practice. 

5.4 Intergenerational Volunteer Networks 

Somali CA has mobilized over 1,500 volunteers across 35 years. ACAO operates with 98 

volunteers supporting 8 paid staff. This is not a stopgap measure. It is a massive, skilled, committed 

workforce, one that carries institutional memory, community trust, and relational infrastructure 

that paid staff alone cannot replicate. 

At AFRO Family Organization, the reliance on student placements from local universities and 

colleges adds a further dimension to this picture. Student placements are genuinely valuable but 

they also introduce staffing instability. The volunteer and placement workforce is real, but it cannot 

substitute indefinitely for the kind of institutional continuity that only core-funded permanent staff 

can provide. 

5.5 Transnational Connections 

ACB associations maintain deep ties to countries of origin through KCA's trade and investment 

program in Kenya, IYO's health initiatives in Nigeria, CACBTA's CARICOM trade focus, and 

Amref Health Africa's continental programming. With bilateral trade between Canada and 

CARICOM countries showing a promise and expansion, these connections represent real 

economic infrastructure. 

African and Caribbean community associations have played critical and often underrecognized 

roles in civic, political, and human rights advocacy, both within Canada and in their countries of 

origin. Within Canada, these associations have served as informal legal and civic lifelines, 

organizing in response to discrimination in schools, workplaces, and domestic settings, and 

supporting members who lacked the resources or institutional knowledge to navigate Canadian 

legal systems alone (Adeyemi et al., 2025). 

Electorally, some associations have made deliberate efforts to build political literacy, encourage 

civic participation, and campaign for candidates reflecting their community values, yet the returns 

have been disproportionate to the investment. The number of Black candidates nearly doubled 

between 2015 and 2021, from 45 to 70, while those winning seats grew from 5, reaching a record 

8 Black MPs after the 2021 election (Borwein & Everitt, 2023; Globe and Mail, 2022). Yet this 

still falls far short of the 14 to 15 seats that 4.3% of Canada's population would justify 
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proportionally (Elections Canada, 2024). The gap reflects not a lack of political will but structural 

barriers in party nomination processes, campaign financing, and candidate recruitment (Tolley, 

2025). 

With 41% of the Black population being Canadian-born and a growing population of ACBs 

becoming naturalized citizens, this demographic holds significant electoral force that is not yet 

reflected in policy priorities. This growing constituency represents a critical voting bloc whose 

need for sustainable community infrastructure is a matter of equitable representation. 

Strengthening ACB associations is essential to ensure Canadian democratic institutions remain 

responsive to this shifting demographic reality. 

5.6 Bridging Infrastructure and Historical Precedents 

The 200+ pan-African organizations already working across national lines, combined with the 

historical precedents documented by Gooden (2008), the CNWA, NCC, and student organizing 

coalitions, constitute a body of evidence that unity through coalition is not merely theoretically 

sound but practically achievable. The task is not to invent new models. It is to resource the models 

that already exist and to learn from the ones that worked before. 

 

Sector Untapped Capacity Action Strategy 

Economic 

Development 

ROSCAs; diaspora 

investment interest; 

entrepreneurial networks 

Link ROSCAs to formal credit; 

develop diaspora investment funds; 

advocate for equitable federal 

procurement access 

Health and Wellness Community health workers; 

culturally appropriate 

knowledge; mental health 

networks 

Deploy community health workers; 

develop culturally appropriate 

programming; partner with public 

health authorities 

Civic Engagement ICCA's VOICE model; 

multilingual volunteer 

networks 

Replicate VOICE model across 

communities; multilingual voter 

education materials; GOTV training 

Youth Leadership ICCA's Star Gyal/Star Bhai; 

KCA's Girl Child 

Empowerment; ACAO's 

Youth Placement 

Scale proven mentorship models; 

build pathways from community 

service to elected office 

Housing and 

Settlement 

ACAO's housing acquisition 

model; settlement expertise 

across multiple associations 

Replicate ACAO's housing model; 

advocate for capital funding for 

community-owned housing 
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6| PATHWAYS TO UNITY AND EMPOWERED CIVIC AGENCY 

6.1 Why Merger Won’t Work 

The question surfaces in almost every conversation about this sector: why don't all these groups 

just merge into one large Black organization? It sounds like pragmatism. 

Canada's Black population is not monolithic. A Somali refugee in Etobicoke, a Jamaican nurse in 

Brampton, a Yoruba engineer in Ottawa, and a Haitian francophone newcomer in Montreal do not 

share identical settlement needs, cultural reference points, skills, goals or political priorities. A 

single organization cannot adequately represent all four. The CCAWR interview made this clear: 

even within the Caribbean community, the challenge is not absence of goodwill but absence of 

infrastructure. The organization aspires to bring together all Caribbean cultures, but acknowledged 

that volunteer capacity constraints make even personal-rather-than-strategic collaboration with 

other organizations difficult to sustain. If coordination within a culturally adjacent set of 

communities is this hard, coordination across the full African-Caribbean-Black spectrum without 

dedicated resourcing and strategy is unrealistic. 

You cannot merge a parallel public infrastructure institution with a supplementary cultural club. 

ACAO is a parallel housing department. BCA is a Barbadian cultural organization. They do 

fundamentally different work, serve different populations with different needs, and require 

different funding structures and governance models. 

It is again worth recalling the previous finding from the earliest associations that worked to come 

to one. The National Black Coalition of Canada was established specifically to reconcile schisms 

between Caribbean-born Blacks and African Canadians. Despite counting more than 80 

organizations under its aegis, it folded by the late 1980s when government funding was withdrawn 

and redirected to a rival. Gooden (2008) is unsparing: the organization was "legitimated through 

federal government funding" (p. 419), which made it both dependent and vulnerable. Unity 

imposed from above, without strong institutional foundations and independent funding, is unlikely 

to succeed. 

6.2 What Will Work: A Four-Level Unity Architecture 

The goal is strategic coordination, not structural consolidation or merger. 

 

Gooden's (2008) documentation of the CNWA, NCC, and student organizing coalitions 

demonstrates that unity through coalition has been achieved before and can be achieved again. We 

propose four levels of collaboration, each building on the last, each designed to be achievable 

without requiring any organization to dissolve or defer its core mandate. 
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Level Name What It Involves 

1 Information & Peer 

Learning Exchange 

Quarterly ACB Peer Learning Circles, virtual, 90 minutes, 

where organizations share proven models: ACAO's housing 

acquisition approach, ICCA's VOICE voter engagement 

model, Somali CA's youth entrepreneurship program, 

ECCC's identity confirmation service. 

2 Shared Voter 

Engagement 

Collaborative 

A non-partisan ACB Voter Collaborative producing 

multilingual voter education in Somali, Tigrigna, Yoruba, 

Swahili, Haitian Creole, and French. Pilot joint GOTV 

campaign targeted at 2026 municipal elections. Having a 

seat and voice at the table. 

3 Formalized Bridging 

Infrastructure 

Core operating support for existing but underfunded 

African-Caribbean and pan-African bridging organizations. 

A formal, regular African-Caribbean-pan-African leadership 

table with its own secretariat. 

4 National ACB 

Advocacy Roundtable 

(Pilot) 

A funded, permanent coalition meeting quarterly to 

coordinate policy advocacy. Four caucuses: Pan-African, 

Pan-Caribbean, Community National Associations, and 

Innovation & Empowerment. A shared policy platform 

articulated and defended collectively. 
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7| POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Proposed Shared Policy Priorities for the ACB Advocacy Roundtable: 

  •  Multi-year core operating funding 

  •  Dedicated civic/voter engagement funding stream 

  •  Equitable federal procurement access 

  •  ACB representation on government boards 

  •  Disaggregated race-based data collection 

  •  Formal recognition of substitute institutions as public infrastructure 

  •  Cessation of funding strategies that create division within ACB communities 

 

 

7.1 For Funders 

F1: Reclassify ACB substitute institutions. Cease treating organizations that perform statutory 

public functions as "ethnocultural organizations." Develop a new funding category, Community-

Based Public Infrastructure, that reflects their actual mandate. 

F2: Shift from project grants to multi-year core operating funding. Minimum five-year 

renewable grants. This is one our most important recommendations in this report.  

F3: Create a dedicated ACB Voter Engagement Fund. Electoral mobilization is the missing 

link in ACB advocacy. Fund non-partisan voter education, registration, and GOTV campaigns. Do 

not treat voter engagement as a program add-on; treat it as essential infrastructure. 

F4: Establish a grant stream for African-Caribbean and pan-African bridging initiatives. 

Provide core operating funding to existing bridging organizations. Bridges cannot be built on 

volunteer time alone. 

F5: Learn from historical failures. Gooden's (2008) documentation of how government funding 

suggests that funding structures have, at times, contributed to fragmentation. Funders must adopt 

transparent, equitable processes that actively support alliance-building. 

7.2 For Policymakers 

P6: Audit mainstream institutions for ACB exclusion. Every ACB substitute institution is a 

case study revealing exactly where mainstream systems fail. Use those diagnostics. 

P7: Transfer responsibility and resources. Where ACB associations have proven superior 

service delivery, contract with them as equal partners, not as subcontractors operating on project 

timelines with no job security. 
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P8: Compensate ACB associations for policy advice. The expectation that community 

organizations provide government with free expertise is inequitable and unsustainable. 

P9: Fund a national ACB Advocacy Roundtable pilot for two years. Cross-community 

coalition is feasible. It needs a dedicated resource base to become permanent. 

P10: Require ACB representation on government boards and committees. Establish targets, 

timelines, and accountability mechanisms. Representation without accountability is decoration. 

P11: Include voter engagement in settlement funding guidelines. Citizenship must include 

democratic participation. The two cannot be separated without making newcomer settlement 

incomplete by design. 

7.3 For ACB Association Leaders 

L12: Name what you are. You are not just "serving the community." You are substituting for a 

system that neglects. Name this explicitly in funding proposals, public communications, and 

advocacy materials. 

L13: Document the cost of substitution. Quantify the subsidy your community provides to the 

Canadian state. Calculate the full cost of the services you deliver that are statutorily the 

responsibility of government. Then present that number publicly—our estimation is merely based 

on secondary data and could be uncertain. 

L14: Treat voter engagement/civic participation as a core service. Incorporate voter 

registration and education into your regular programming. Encourage your members to not only 

participate as voters but also to seek elected office themselves. 

L15: Formalize bridging relationships. Move from informal collaboration to formal partnerships 

with MOUs, shared advocacy plans, and joint public positioning. 

L16: Engage with CACBTA and emerging economic infrastructure. Draw on trade and 

investment opportunities. The community's economic power is larger than its service delivery 

footprint. Create financial self-sufficiency rather than depending on funders. 

L17: Cultivate "diasporic sensibility." The capacity to see Black people across origins as an 

extension of oneself, regardless of island, nation, or migration wave, is the cultural foundation of 

any lasting unity architecture. Engaged in Anti-Black Racism resistance more widely. 

L18: Co-build research infrastructure: Co-build your research infrastructure to make evidence 

and data-backed decisions and longer-term strategic plans. CanAfro Research Institute is willing 

to help.  
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8| CONCLUSION: FROM SUBSTITUTE TO PARTNER 

ACB community national associations are essential democratic infrastructure. They are not 

cultural relics or social clubs that happen to also do some social service work. They are substitute 

public institutions, the organizations that make Canada's promise of inclusion real for hundreds of 

thousands of Black Canadians because the state itself will not. 

The 417 active organizations documented in this study, from the Somali Canadian Association 

serving youth entrepreneurs in Etobicoke to the Federation of African-Canadian Economics 

supporting business owners across the country, represent a massive, unfunded subsidy that Black 

communities provide to the Canadian state. They perform the state’s duties, with none of the 

resources governments command, and they do it on a scale that the philanthropic sector has never 

adequately recognized. When ACB associations provide housing and mental health support with 

zero government funding, they provide a massive 'hidden subsidy' to the Canadian taxpayer. By 

filling the void left by state failure, these volunteer-led groups prevent high public costs associated 

with emergency services and justice interventions. Funding these organizations is not charity, but 

a necessary fiscal correction for essential services already being delivered. These organizations 

facilitate an estimated $90–170 million in economic activity annually. Without sustained funding, 

the state would likely face increased costs to replace essential services such as mental health, 

settlement, and youth employment. Supporting them is therefore a cost-effective investment that 

strengthens public safety and service delivery. 

This pattern is not new. Gooden (2008) documents that by the 1950s, Toronto had 35 Black 

organizations all struggling to maintain their building funds (p. 416). Despite decades of 

organizing, by 1996, "the initiatives of the older, more established migrants had not yet reached 

the level needed to control and build institutions that could effectively constitute a forceful 

lobbying group" (p. 423). The continuity between Gooden's historical findings and our 

contemporary data reveals a persistent structural problem: Black communities in Canada have 

been building institutions for nearly two centuries, yet each generation must rebuild because 

previous institutions were never adequately resourced to become permanent. Breaking this cycle 

requires exactly the kind of sustained, core funding infrastructure this report recommends. 

What makes African and Caribbean associations similar? 

Afrocentric values (Ubuntu, Harambee, Sankofa), shared experience of systemic failure, 

advocacy by delivery, experience of Anti-Black racisms and responses, economic 

marginalization, chronic funding precarity, and transnational connections. 

 

What makes them different? 

African associations serve recent refugee and newcomer populations as full-spectrum parallel 

public infrastructure institutions across multiple domains. 
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Caribbean associations mostly serve established communities as supplementary cultural 

institutions with selective substitution for specific failures. 

 

What if these associations disappeared? 

The most obvious way to understand what ACB associations are, is to imagine the world (Canada) 

without them: 

• ACAO should not have to acquire townhomes. The City of Ottawa should house Black 

families. But until it does, ACAO must be funded. 

• Somali CA should not have to run a ten-year youth entrepreneurship program. Employment 

Ontario should serve Somali youth. But until it does, Somali CA must be funded. 

• ECCC should not have to verify Eritrean identity documents. Passport Canada should serve 

all Canadians equally. But until it does, ECCC must be funded. 

• ICCA should not have to run a voter engagement program. Elections Canada should reach 

all voters. But until it does, ICCA must be funded. 

• The 200+ pan-African organizations building bridges across communities should not have 

to do this work on volunteer labour. But until bridging is recognized as essential 

infrastructure, they will continue to do so. 

• The associations should not have to provide gang prevention and youth outreach with no 

dedicated public safety funding. But until this work is recognized as essential community 

safety infrastructure, they will continue to do so. 

 

The leaders we conversed with for this study did not frame their work in policy language. They 

described people showing up in crisis. They described funding applications consuming time that 

should go to programs. They described wanting to bring communities together and lacking the 

capacity to do it. They described knowing, from years of practice, what works, and watching that 

knowledge go under-resourced. 

EAGTA's representative asked for more resources from government, more targeted programming, 

and more culturally informed mental health funding. CCAWR asked for collaborative funding 

models, storytelling spaces, and shared research tools. The local African nonprofit asked for the 

capacity to bring services in-house rather than referring out, to be the destination, not the referral. 

These are not abstract demands. They are descriptions of what is needed to do the work that is 

already being done, at a standard commensurate with its public importance. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Substitute/Supplement Diagnostic Tool 

This tool is intended to assist funders, policymakers, and researchers in determining whether an 

ACB association is a substitute public institution or a supplementary cultural club. No single 

question is definitive; the pattern of responses across questions is what matters. 

Question Substitute Indicator Supplement 

Indicator 

Mixed/Transitional 

Indicator 

Does the organization provide 

services statutorily the 

responsibility of government? 

Yes: housing, settlement, 

identity documentation, 

mental health, 

employment 

No, or minimal Provides some statutory 

services alongside cultural 

programming; may be 

expanding into one domain 

from the other 

Would a service gap exist if 

this organization ceased 

operations? 

Yes; vulnerable 

community members 

would lose access to 

essential services 

Cultural 

programming 

would be lost but 

essential services 

would continue 

through other 

channels 

Essential services would be 

disrupted, but some would be 

absorbed by other 

community orgs; cultural loss 

would be significant 

What proportion of the budget 

comes from government 

project grants? 

High (50%+) Low to moderate Moderate (25–50%), often a 

mix of project grants and 

earned revenue 

What proportion comes from 

galas, memberships, and 

individual donations? 

Low to moderate High (often 50%+) Significant (25–50%), often 

relying on both gala 

fundraising and memberships 

alongside grants 

Does the organization have 

professional staff? 

Yes, though severely 

under-resourced relative 

to mandate 

Minimal or 

volunteer-led 

Has some professional staff 

(often 1–3) but still heavily 

volunteer-dependent; staff 

roles may be part-time or 

precarious 

What is the volunteer-to-staff 

ratio? 

High (e.g., 98 volunteers: 

8 staff) 

Moderate to low  Highly variable, but 

typically a mix: several staff 

(2–5) and a large volunteer 

base (ratio 20–40:1) 
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