Symbiotic Relationships
By Jim Masters, Center for Community Futures 

Symbiosis is defined as, “living in close relationship, to the advantage of both.”  I heard a speaker at a California Budget Project meeting talk about the “symbiotic relationship” between the Unemployment Insurance System in California and the farmers who grow seasonal crops.  The farmers resist efforts to reduce unemployment benefits because these benefits are a primary source of income for many farm workers in the off-season.  So I started a list of other symbiotic relationships that may benefit low income people and the private sector -- and came up with the table below.  

	Program/Service
	Relationships Involved

	Unemployment Insurance
	Farm workers AND farmers

	Workman’s Compensation
	Workers AND business owners, lawyers and health care providers

	Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)
	Low- wage workers AND business owners

	Section 8
	Tenants AND property owners

	Food Stamps
	Low-income people AND farmers AND grocery stores

	Medicaid, Medicare
	Seniors, low-income families AND health providers

	Workforce Investment Act (WIA)
	Workers AND mid-size businesses for whom WIA provides training services

	Low Income Home Energy Assistance
	Low income people AND utilities

	Summer heat response programs
	People in poor health AND hospitals AND the emergency response agencies


Symbiosis helps a program that benefits low-income people by linking it to a constituency whose members are not poor but who also benefit.  Some programs do NOT now have an obvious symbiotic relationship with a non-poverty constituency, such as: Legal Services, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), CSBG, and Head Start.  No wonder they are more likely to be attacked.  They are not attached to a mainstream element of the economy that provides some protection.  
How can we link these social programs that do not now have a highly visible market connection with a market strategy?  Perhaps we can turn a latent symbiotic relationship into a strong relationship through a formal partnership agreement with an association representing some industry segment.  In some cases, like Head Start, this just may require that we dig deeper into the existing relationships they already have with the health, food, publishing and transportation industries.  
Or, perhaps we should be thinking about how to link a program that has no “market partner” to a program where symbiosis already exists by extending it to accomplish some additional purpose in a way that would connect it to the existing program that has a symbiotic relationship.  Maybe we can “piggy back” or hook onto an existing symbiotic relationship.

And, we might think about developing symbiotic relationships as we develop new strategies, too.  Jule Sugarman moderated a plenary session at a previous Community Action Partnership (CAP) Conference.  He mentioned 4 areas that require some innovative solutions, including:  (1) Tapping the skills of seniors and finding productive things for them to do, “beyond television and grandchildren,” (2) Reducing incarceration rates and providing better re-entry systems,  (3) Bringing diverse people together in constructive processes (community engagement), and (4) Implementing creative educational strategies such as, eliminating the 12th grade for children who have all the necessary basic skills by the 10th or 11th grade.  Can we identify any ‘partners in symbiosis’ who would benefit from new strategies in any of these areas? Strategic partnerships that link a social program with a market could provide innovative solutions to some of the nation’s biggest challenges in a way that generate widespread support for that program.
Agree?  Disagree?  E-mail Jim at jmasters@cencomfut.com
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