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Case Study: The Community Loan Association of Montreal   

The Community Loan Association of Montreal (ACEM) was the first Community 
Development Loan Fund (CDLF) organized in Canada. The CDLF acts as a local pot of 
money for community members and organizations to borrow from in order to finance 
their projects. They are sometimes referred to as a community capital fund. This excerpt 
on ACEM’s mission statement was taken from their website: “ACEM’s mission is to fight 
poverty and exclusion through an innovative approach: community credit. ACEM 
provides accessible credit and technical support to individuals living on a low income 
and to organizations that do not have access to traditional forms of credit for the start up 
or expansion of their community or business project.”1  

 

Since ACEM was established in 1990 it has achieved a loan capital fund of just over a 
half million dollars. It has also provided over $2,600,000 in business loans to low 
income people living in Montreal. Of this $2,600,000 loaned out, 94% has been paid 
back. This 6% of expected losses due to insufficient funds is a manageable and an 
understood cost of business that has not hampered the Fund’s performance. It also 
means that they have never defaulted on paying back their investors. ACEM has 
intentionally limited itself to a modest financial return, which allows for them to maximize 
their ability to fight poverty. 

 
The core operation of a CDLF is to re-lend the capital that has been given to it, primarily 
by the private sector and local investors. In a testimonial one investor said “I feel that it 
is important to include a portion of my investment in organizations such as ACEM where 
there is more local community control of investments. Many organizations provide 
credit; ACEM is one of the few investing in people that contribute their gifts to the social 
well being of their local community. I also invest in Oikocredit; this organization provides 
microcredit in other countries of the world where there are less developed 
financial/banking systems than in Canada. It limits the annual interest payable on my 
investments to 2%. ACEM pays about the same -- 2 to 3%.”2   
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 ACEM, “ACEM: Montreal Community Loan Fund,” ACEM, accessed March 20
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http://www.acemcreditcommunautaire.qc.ca/  
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 ACEM, “Testimonials,” ACEM, accessed March 20th 2012, 

http://www.acemcreditcommunautaire.qc.ca/en/testimonials  
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ACEM seeks modest investments with high community impact and firmly believes in 
socially responsible investing. For ACEM, socially responsible investing has four 
components: banking, investment screening, active shareholder participation, and 
investing in community economic development.3 The organization offers loans of up to 
$20,000 for ventures start-up, consolidation or expansion, including individual or social 
economy businesses. They also provide up to $50,000 for social economy, cultural, or 
non-profit enterprises. 

 

ACEM’s clients include low income persons living on Montreal Island particularly, single 
parent women, youth and individuals from visible minority, immigrant or cultural 
communities. All of ACEM’s efforts target capacity building among low income 
populations. The loans and technical support provided by ACEM are the means used to 
build this capacity. ACEM receives he majority of its funding from the investments made 
by individuals, local businesses, religious communities, foundations and other local non-
profit and non-governmental organizations.4   

 

ACEM does its own fundraising to meet the financial needs of its three separate funds: 
an operating fund, which pays for a staff of five; the main loan capital fund; and the 
reserve fund, which with proper management has helped to eliminate shortfalls that 
occur when borrowers are unable to pay back their loans. It is a safety net and therefore 
a crucial fund for ACEM.  

 

The benefits of CDLFs such as ACEM are that they can operate without direct 
government regulation. This provides advantages over other depository institutions such 
as banks and credit unions, including greater local control and flexibility. Also CDLFs 
don’t need to worry about earning profits for shareholders.  This freedom allows them to 
create policies geared towards sustainability and community service. Some of the 
challenges are the management of the funds and the loans. Having a capable team to 
oversee every request and ensure sounds decisions are made, will allow a CDLF to 
become and remain an important funder of community development. 
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About this Community Development Toolkit 

This community development toolkit was created by Mathew Southall, with editorial review by 
Kelly Vodden, Ahmed Khan, and Gail Collins. The toolkit was created as part of a community-
based research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at Memorial 
University, Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – 
Community and Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in 
partnership with the Central Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a 
‘Community of Practice’ learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that 
introduce students and community development practitioners to several key community 
development and regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support provided by the 
Rural Secretariat-Executive Council and the support and participation of Regional Partnership 
Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged.  
 

 

 

  


