Symbiotic Relationships

By Jim Masters, Center for Community Futures

Symbiosis is defined as…”living in close relationship, to the advantage of both.”  A couple of months ago 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 they are a primary source of income for many farm workers in the off-season.  So I got to wondering:

Unemployment Insurance………….
Farmworkers AND farmers.

Workman’s Compensation………...
People who work in manufacturing, construction, mining AND owners in those sectors, and lawyers and health care providers.

EITC………………………………..
People who work in low wage jobs like food service and retail AND business owners in those sectors.

Section 8.……………………………
Tenants AND property owners.

Food Stamps…………………………People AND farmers and grocery stores.

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






providers.

WIA………………………………… Workers AND mid-size businesses for whom WIA 





provides training services.

Symbiosis helps a program that benefits low-income people by linking it to a constituency whose members are not poor but who also benefit.  While this seems like common sense, I got to wondering about programs that do NOT have an obvious symbiotic relationship with a non-poverty constituency, such as:  

Legal Services



Low-income people AND ??  

TANF




Recipients of aid AND ??

CSBG




Low-income people AND ??

Head Start



Parents AND ??

No wonder they are periodically attacked.  They are not attached to a mainstream element of society that provides protection.  They are connected to cultural universals and altruistic values – but these do not provide the same protection as having an economic partner.  Perhaps we can create a new symbiotic relationships through partnership agreements.  Or, perhaps we should be thinking about how to link our strategies to existing programs where symbiosis already exists by extending the existing program to accomplish some additional purpose – in a way that would benefit both parties in the symbiosis.  Maybe we can “piggy back” community action strategies onto an existing symbiotic relationship.   

And, we might try this approach in new areas, too.  Jule Sugarman moderated a plenary session, Friday, September 3, 2004 at the CAP Conference on “Community Action: History and Advocacy.”  He mentioned 4 challenge areas, 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) Children start earlier and many have basic skills by the 10th or 11th grade.  What about eliminating the 12th grade?  Can we identify any ‘partners in symbiosis’ who would benefit from new strategies in any these areas?

Agree?  Disagree?  E-mail Jim at jmasters@cencomfut.com

