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Résumé
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Résumé

Mots-clés
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financement • philanthropie 

Dans tout le pays et dans le monde entier, notre tissu démocratique 
s’effiloche. Parallèlement, nous reconnaissons de plus en plus l’importance 
de la résilience des communautés locales, où nous pouvons lutter contre les 
épidémies de désinformation, combattre la solitude et travailler ensemble 
sur de nombreuses causes, telles que les questions de santé et d’éducation, 
qui font de nos communautés des endroits où il fait bon vivre. Ce rapport 
examine un moyen peu exploré de soutenir une partie de ce travail : les 
fondations communautaires qui financent les nouvelles locales. Nous 
présentons cinq études de cas de fondations canadiennes qui réalisent ce 
travail et formulons des recommandations sur la façon dont ce travail peut 
devenir un mouvement.

Abstract

Key words
Community foundations • local news • case studies • funding strategies • 
philanthropy  

Across the country and around the world, our democratic fabric is fraying. 
At the same time, we’re increasingly recognizing the importance of the 
resilience of local communities, where we can battle the mis- and dis-
information epidemics, fight loneliness, and work together on many of the 
causes, such as health and education outcomes, that make our communities 
good places to live. This report examines an under-explored way to support 
some of this work: community foundations that fund local news. We present 
five case studies of foundations across Canada that are doing this work, and 
provide recommendations about how this work can grow into a movement.
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Introduction 

About this report 

This report comes at a time of growing concern about the fallibility of our democratic institutions, 

coupled with increased awareness that news and information, especially on a local level, need to be 

part of the solution. Given that these concerns have been developing for some time, much has already 

been written about the challenges and possible solutions. In the last couple of years alone, that includes 

a guide for philanthropists looking to support journalism, published by the Inspirit Foundation, 

Philanthropic Foundations Canada, the Local News Research Project and PhiLab (Hibon et al., 2023); 

a companion guide for journalists seeking foundation support, published in partnership with the 

Canadian Association of Journalists (Hibon et al., 2024); an exploration of the kinds of community-

serving journalism projects that are philanthropically funded across Canada, produced by the Inspirit 

Foundation (Inspirit Foundation, 2023); and Public Policy Forum’s recent report on the importance 

of local news (Phillips et al., 2025). 

The current report, a collaboration between Concordia University and OCAD University, funded by 

PhiLab and with the support of Community Foundations of Canada, aims to build on the existing 

body of work. To achieve that, we focus on one area we feel remains underexplored: community 

foundations – specifically, the quiet ways in which they have been supporting journalism across 

Canada, and how that support can be developed into a movement.  

What is a community foundation? 

Community foundations are registered charities that aim to improve the quality of life in a given 

community. There are more than 200 community foundations in Canada, and many of them are 

members of Community Foundations of Canada (Community Foundations of Canada, 2018). These 

organizations allow donors to establish their own funds to be managed by the foundation (this is 

known as a donor-advised fund and is examined in more detail in case study #3). They also have their 

own funds, contributed to each foundation by donors. They work on their own and with donors to 

disburse the money in ways that they deem will improve the community in which they operate. 
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Section 1 :  Literature Review 

1.1. The case for the local 

Journalism has long been seen as an essential pillar of democracy. Today, in the face of growing mis- 

and disinformation, much of it perpetrated by malevolent actors trying to erode trust in elections and 

institutions, access to reliable and relevant information is more important than ever. At the same time, 

the news industry is facing a perfect storm of obstacles, including declining trust and an increasingly 

challenged business model.  

Local news and information have the power to revitalize community connection and support local 

democracy across Canada. We hope this report can contribute to the various conversations that are 

working to change that. We start by making the case that despite being increasingly in trouble, quality 

local news and information are inextricably linked to the quality of life in a community. On that basis, 

we argue that community foundations’ concern about community resilience should put them on the 

front lines of supporting local news and information. We offer examples of community foundations 

that are already doing this work, and end with a set of recommendations that could help build these 

efforts into a movement. 

When we talk about the news, we often focus on the national and the international. That’s where the 

spectacle is, and where everything appears to be much bigger and more colourful. Still, local issues 

affect our lives in deep ways. Lewis Friedland, for instance, argues that we all have what he calls critical 

community information needs – the things we need to know in order to lead fulfilling lives and 

contribute to our communities. He identifies those as information about emergencies and risks, health 

and welfare, education, transportation, economic opportunities, the environment, civic information, 

and political information (Lloyd & Friedland, 2016).  

Indeed, a growing body of evidence shows how local news can help rebuild our communities in this 

fraught moment. Research has shown that in Canada: 

● There exists a correlation between the health of local newspapers and voter turnout (Andrews

& Pruysers, 2022);

● Local and rural reporters serve as important brokers of information, even as their number and

security is eroded, often beyond the point of sustainability (Nagel & Broersma, 2024); and

● Without access to quality local news, interlopers, often with a particular agenda, can more

easily step in (Watson, 2024).

Similar effects have been found elsewhere in the world. One study in the U.S. for instance found that 

the closure of a local newspaper increased the likelihood that people would vote along party lines – in 

other words, that voters became more polarized (Darr et al., 2018). Another study found that 

polarization slowed down in one community when its local newspaper stopped publishing national 
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https://www.amazon.com/Communication-Crisis-America-How-Fix/dp/1349949248
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https://www.cjr.org/business_of_news/the-before-and-after.php
https://www.cjr.org/business_of_news/the-before-and-after.php
https://academic.oup.com/joc/article-abstract/68/6/1007/5160090
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pieces in its opinion section, instead soliciting local perspectives, suggesting that local information can 

serve as an antidote to much of what is eroding the quality of life in communities (Darr et al., 2021).  

Indeed, a wealth of research from around the world points to the democratic benefits of local news 

(Stearns, 2022). These studies have for instance found that: 

● Local news coverage increases voter turnout (Baekgaard et al., 2014);

● Losing a local newspaper reduced civic engagement (Shaker, 2014);

● Giving voters information on a candidate reduced the effects of the candidate’s race and

gender in voting decisions (Crowder-Meyer et al., 2019); and

● Facilitating dialogue across perspectives increased trust in news (Wenzel, 2018).

Research increasingly focuses on the importance of online participation as well. Digital inclusion may 

correlate with social determinants of health – directly, by helping people access required services, and 

indirectly, “by supporting people’s capacity to participate fully and equitably in civic and cultural life 

online” (Mulligan, 2023). Efforts to increase digital inclusion have tended to focus on increasing 

internet access and digital literacy. Less well explored are questions of how to boost online 

participation and collaboration. The University of Toronto’s Kate Mulligan, in her study of The Local, 

a news startup in Toronto that supports positive health outcomes through its focus on participatory 

news, argues that: “As public and civic discourse increasingly moves to online social networks, there 

is a risk that people and communities facing health inequities will face further exclusion from vital 

online conversations shaping public policy and public health practice” (Mulligan, 2023, p. 35). This 

argument is bolstered by a study that found that an online health misinformation crisis is unfolding as 

Canadians increasingly seek out health information online, and often find, and trust, unreliable 

sources.  

Mulligan’s study offers a solution, arguing that the right kinds of journalism can lead to a situation in 

which “people from equity-deserving communities are supported to tell their own health-related 

stories in online publications and on online social networks” (Mulligan, 2023). She adds that “This 

work has been described as a key component of a ‘social vaccine’ of government and civil society 

action that can create the conditions for global health and equity,” (Mulligan, 2023, p. 36).  

At the same time, we see that while increasing numbers of Canadians, Americans and people around 

the world report that they don’t trust news (Brin & Charlton, 2024; Kleis Nielsen & Fletcher, 2024; 

Shearer & Eddy, 2025), local news remains a bright spot. One recent survey commissioned by the 

Public Policy Forum found that 77 per cent of Canadians said having a local news source is important 

to them, and 87 per cent said local news is important to a properly-functioning democracy (Simpson, 

2025). In another Canadian survey, more than half of respondents said that they trust local news, while 

only 8 per cent said they trust social media (Jolly, 2023). A plurality of respondents to another survey 

said that if they needed information about time-sensitive issues like a forest fire evacuation, they would 

turn to their local news over national news or social media (Johnson et al., 2024); one more found that 
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https://medium.com/office-of-citizen/how-we-know-journalism-is-good-for-democracy-9125e5c995fb
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1464884918783949
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36287081/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36287081/
https://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/new-cma-survey-links-lack-of-access-to-health-care-to-growing-health-misinformation-risks-872909640.html
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2024/canada
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/10/16/republicans-young-adults-now-nearly-as-likely-to-trust-info-from-social-media-as-from-national-news-outlets/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2024/public-perspectives-trust-news
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2024/public-perspectives-trust-news
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/LocalMediaPoll2025-IPSOS.pdf
https://nmc-mic.ca/2023/06/01/canadians-trust-local-news-research-shows/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ea874746663b45e14a384a4/t/6729369b1ad37419b4e2900b/1730754207958/MTD_Do+We+Need+the+CBC.pdf
https://theconversation.com/transparency-and-trust-how-news-consumers-in-canada-want-ai-to-be-used-in-journalism-240527
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67 per cent of respondents noted politics and local news as the two most popular types of news 

(Blanchett et al., 2024). 

In other words, if we’re serious about slowing polarization, encouraging constructive dialogue, 

boosting civic engagement, and building healthier communities, we need to work together to repair 

the health of our local news ecosystem. Indeed, Josh Stearns argues that local news “may offer clues 

about how we can invest in rebuilding the connection between newsrooms and communities” 

(Stearns, 2018). 

The problem is, while the business model for news is under pressure in general, the situation is 

especially acute when it comes to local news. We examine this in more detail below. Then, we turn to 

one solution that we believe has the potential to significantly affect these troubling trends. Across 

Canada, community foundations exist to improve the quality of life in communities, seeking out local 

solutions to broader issues with the goal of creating a just future for community members. In practice, 

this is a very challenging mission, with so many local causes vying for attention. Still, given what we 

know about journalism’s importance to building local community, this report presents a path for 

community foundations to work with other supports available across this country to help shore up 

and strengthen what remains of local news ecosystems.   

1.2. The crisis in human connection 

We know that communities across the country, and around the world, are in trouble. The pandemic 

certainly affected our connections to our neighbours, but the sharp decline across measures of 

community connection and involvement predates COVID-19, and the trend did not show signs of 

slowing after pandemic-related restrictions were eased (Community Foundations of Canada, 2023). 

Many of the numbers are troubling. Fewer Canadians say they feel a sense of belonging in their 

community – that portion was down 12 per cent in 2023 compared to 2013 (Community Foundations 

of Canada, 2023). About one-third of those surveyed reported not having close friends in their 

community. The portion of people reporting having no friends at all has doubled, from 6 per cent to 

12 per cent (Community Foundations of Canada, 2023). 

These trends are also visible in people’s engagement in their communities, which has been declining 

for decades. Political scientist Robert Putnam identified Americans’ growing social isolation his book, 

Bowling Alone, which examined how trends of declining social capital undermined civic engagement 

and democracy (Putnam, 2001). (In more recent interviews, Putnam has noted isolation has only 

gotten worse since the 1990s as Western societies have grown more insular and less trusting (Simon, 

2025).) 

Canadian data echoes these trends. In recent study by Community Foundations of Canada, 19 per 

cent fewer people said they had participated in a community group in 2023 as compared to 2013. 

Participation in sports organizations, professional associations and cultural groups was down by 60 

per cent. The report argues that “This decline is significant as participation in sports and recreation 
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https://medium.com/trust-media-and-democracy/local-news-is-a-building-block-to-rebuild-trust-fab8752f3659
https://communityfoundations.ca/
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http://bowlingalone.com/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2025/03/want-a-less-divisive-american-just-a-matter-of-trust/
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fosters inclusion” (Community Foundations of Canada, 2023, p. 29). The report concludes that 

“People are less engaged in their community, which leads to a significant decline in support for the 

charitable sector through donations and volunteering” (Community Foundations of Canada, 2023, p. 

33).  

1.3. The crisis in news 

At the same time, we are living through a historic crisis in journalism. Around the world, news 

organizations are closing, confronted by a perfect storm of factors. Those include an erosion of the 

traditional funding model for journalism, which throughout much of the 20th century was made up 

of a combination of corporate advertising, subscription fees and classified ad revenue.  

All three of those sources of funding have cratered around the world. In the most recent Canadian 

study, just 15 per cent of respondents said they paid for online news in 2024 (Brin & Charlton, 2024). 

Advertising, which in Canada traditionally was the major source of revenue for newspapers, has largely 

moved online. This means companies now have many more venues to reach potential consumers; 

even when they advertise on news websites, competition has significantly eroded the revenue flowing 

from those ads. Total advertising sales at Canadian newspapers dropped by more than half, from $2.3 

billion in 2014 to $951 million in 2020, the most recent year for which data is available. While digital 

advertising rose by 40 per cent, from $235 million to $337 million, in that time period (Statistics 

Canada, 2023), that put just a small dent in the losses.  

Even so, as the Public Policy Forum points out, the market can still support certain kinds of news: 

“those that can scale to find national or international audiences, provide coverage of subject matter 

that subscribers are willing to pay, or are able to use the pretence of ‘news coverage’ to propagandize 

for partisan ends” (Public Policy Forum, 2022, p. 6).  

Funding challenges in local news, however, point to particular challenges of scale. In many places, 

local news and information comes from one or a small number of sources, for which there is no 

replacement – in other words, when your local news organization shuts down, this information is 

often no longer available. And many have – 566 across Canada, to be precise, between 2008 and April 

2025, compared with 283 which opened and remain in operation, according to the Local News 

Research Project (Lindgren & Corbett, 2025). Research increasingly shows us that these closures have 

dire consequences on communities (Lindgren, 2025).  

“The rate of local news deprivation across Canada is snowballing,” warns a recent study that found 

that 2.5 million Canadians have no access to local news (Macdonald & Macdonald, 2025, p. 5). Despite 

significant government efforts to rescue local news, the authors find that “the sector’s demise is 

accelerating.” That report cautions that mis- and disinformation are increasingly occupying the place 

once filled by reliable local news. 
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https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2024/canada
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The business model is not the only thing in crisis, though. Trust in news is eroding, with just 39 per 

cent of Canadians saying they trusted the news in 2024, down from 50 per cent in 2016 (Brin & 

Charlton, 2024). This poses a unique problem for an industry and a service whose major currency is 

trust; as trust degrades, the benefits described above – increasing social cohesion and a stronger 

democracy – cannot manifest.  

Piling onto the already long list of problems is the fact that Canadian outlets are contending with 

Meta’s ban on news. Following the federal government’s passage of the Online News Act requiring 

platforms to pay for links to news, Meta decided to ban news stories on Facebook and Instagram, 

rather than pay for their use. That has particularly affected local and regional outlets across the country, 

which have been cut off from a popular way of accessing their audiences. One study found that a year 

in, the ban had cut online engagement with news by almost half (Media Ecosystem Observatory, 

2024). The study noted that Canadians report they are still accessing news through Facebook and 

Instagram, but since it’s not coming from official outlets, it is presented “through a more biased and 

less factual lens than before” (Media Ecosystem Observatory, 2024, p. 3). Equally troubling is the fact 

that the study found that only 22 per cent of Canadians knew about the ban – the remainder weren’t 

aware that they should be questioning where the news they see on social media is coming from, in 

light of the ban – nor were they looking for news elsewhere. The situation drew international attention 

during the federal election campaign in 2025, when mis- and disinformation filled the void left by the 

news ban (Stevis-Gridneff & Thompson, 2025).  

1.4. Saving journalism 

Much has already been done to try to bolster news and information efforts across Canada and around 

the world. The Canadian government in particular has ramped up efforts since 2018 by starting a range 

of initiatives (Agency, 2021). Those efforts include: 

● The Local Journalism Initiative (LJI), which between 2019 and 2024 spent $70 million to hire

journalists to produce original civic journalism on underexplored topics at existing news

organizations (Canadian Heritage, 2022a);

● Through the LJI, the government also committed $10 million over three years (2025-27) to

the Changing Narratives Fund, meant to support hiring of diverse journalists (including

Indigenous, Black, racialized, belonging to an ethno-religious minority, people with disabilities

and/or 2SLGBTQI+) to produce civic journalism for underserved communities (Canadian

Heritage, 2025);

● The Canadian Periodical Fund, and in particular its Special Measures for Journalism, which

commits $40 million over three years, starting in 2022-23 (Canadian Heritage, 2022b);

● The creation of a non-profit status for news organizations, called registered journalism

organizations, to support fundraising at news outlets (Canada Revenue Agency, 2021b);

● the Canadian journalism labour tax credit, which covers 25% of salaries of eligible journalists

– an amount that was temporarily increased to 35% from 2023 to 2026 (Canada Revenue

Agency, 2020); and
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● the digital news subscription tax credit, which allows digital news subscribers to deduct 15%

of the cost of subscriptions from their income tax (Canada Revenue Agency, 2021a).

The federal government also managed to secure a commitment of $100 million a year from Google 

to cover its responsibilities under the Online News Act (Legislative Services Branch, 2023). That bill 

requires platforms to pay for links (and was the impetus for the Meta news ban discussed above). 

Google’s annual funding commitment, which will be doled out by the Canadian Journalism Collective, 

began flowing in 2025 (Deschamps, 2025). 

Some provinces are offering additional support for local journalism. In Quebec, a 35% tax credit is 

available to cover wages of employees working in written news media (Investissement Québec, n.d.); 

in Ontario, the government recently directed its major agencies (the Liquor Control Board of Ontario, 

the Ontario Cannabis Store, Metrolinx and the Ontario Lottery and Gaming Corporation) to commit 

25% of their annual advertising budgets to support Ontario-based publishers (Office of the Premier, 

2024). The provincial government in Manitoba has also said it wants to consider ways it could step in 

to support local media (Lambert, 2024).  

All of these measures are significant, but the challenges continue. This is where we see a role for 

entities concerned about the quality of life in a community: namely, community foundations. 
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Section 2 : How community foundations can – and do – support local news 

Community Foundations of Canada counts more than 200 community foundations with almost $7.5 

billion in assets across the country (Community Foundations of Canada, n.d.). These organizations, 

operating on the ground in most Canadian cities and many towns, are well suited to identifying and 

supporting local needs and efforts. Some are already supporting journalism across Canada, and we 

highlight five examples below.  

Relatively little has been written about philanthropy and the news in Canada (Hibon et al., 2024) and 

even less about the specific relationship between local news and community foundations, which 

remains ripe for exploration. This work is stymied by the lack of data about community foundations 

supporting news in general, and especially in Canada. More data is available about the situation in the 

U.S. These numbers are illustrative of how things could work, though it is important to note that the 

U.S. media system is very different from Canada’s, with less regulation and little, for now, of the kinds 

of supports the Canadian government offers (though that may be changing, with bills being introduced 

in a number of states (Mahone, n.d.)). The U.S. is also a global outlier in philanthropic funding. Still, 

it remains worth noting that American community foundations were responsible for 5.5 per cent of 

all foundation support for media between 2009 and 2021, giving $1.1 billion in that time period (Media 

Impact Funders, 2021). 

Below, we examine case studies of Canadian community foundations supporting journalism. Leaders 

at those foundations told us that they support news organizations because local news is the bedrock 

of local democracy, and because they know the availability of quality journalism is essential to a just 

society.  

Across the U.S., we see similar reasons community foundations note for supporting journalism, 

including:  

● Concerns about increased civic disengagement and polarization in news deserts, lack of

representation in the media sector, and the growth of misinformation (League of California

Community Foundations, 2021);

● To ensure meaningful participation by people whose lives are most affected by proposed

policies (CFLeads, n.d.); and

● Because foundation leaders worry that without news coverage, their priorities won’t get

attention in the community. Indeed, “anemic local news staffing leads to less coverage of

topics of interest to foundations, such as public health and solutions for underserved

communities” (Glaser, 2019).

One of the most promising avenues pursued by community foundations across the U.S. are 

Community News Funds, which pool various resources from the community to provide long-term 

support for local news. One report examining these funds found that they had raised $15 million for 

local news across seven cities from 2018 to 2021, and an additional $6 million in 2022 alone (Report 

for America, 2022). Press Forward Chicago, for instance, was founded in 2023 with funding 
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commitments of nearly $10 million, and is housed in the longstanding Chicago Community Trust 

(MacArthur Foundation, 2023). 

All this investment – including support from foundations more generally – has turned the tide, at least 

in some American cities. After years of hearing about “news deserts” (UNC Center for Innovation & 

Sustainability in Local Media, n.d.) we’re starting to hear that some places have turned into “news 

oases” (MacArthur Foundation, 2024; Stonbely, 2024) Overall, “the scope of giving today is an 

encouraging sign that community foundations are recognizing the importance of supporting media as 

part of a larger strategy to build and sustain healthy communities” (Media Impact Funders, 2021, p. 

25).  

Below we present key cases representing the breadth of ways that community foundations across 

Canada are supporting news and information projects in hopes of improving the quality of life in their 

communities. They include: 

● The Winnipeg Foundation’s support for a collaboration between The Narwhal, a non-profit,

Registered Journalism Organization that reports on climate issues on a national level, and the

Winnipeg Free Press, a traditional, for-profit, daily newspaper (The Winnipeg Foundation,

2022);

● The Toronto Foundation’s no-strings-attached, 10-year commitment to a local news startup

in its community (“About The Local,” n.d.);

● The Vancouver Foundation’s help in setting up a donor-advised fund focused on uplifting the

next generation of journalists (Ross Howard Fund, n.d.), and providing grants for other

journalism organizations such as IndigiNews;

● The Edmonton Community Foundation’s grants to news and journalism-related projects

including a virtual writing school (Edmonton Community Foundation Scholarship for

Awesome Writers - Pandemic University, n.d.); and

● Fondation du Grand Montreal’s short-term fund for a local news outlet, La Converse, to spur

fundraising and offer charitable tax receipts, as well as the foundation’s support for a possible

community news fund (Foundation of Greater Montreal, n.d.).

Before launching into these case studies in more depth, we’d like to examine two major reasons 

foundation leaders said might make them reluctant to support journalism. The first was that some 

foundation leaders are unfamiliar with journalism as a funding area. This report aims to resolve this 

concern.  

The second was a reluctance – or in some cases an inability – to donate to any organization that is not 

a non-profit. Together, those organizations without charitable tax status are called “non-qualified 

donees.” This group includes many journalists or news outlets in Canada. New CRA rules aim to make 

this easier, and for foundations whose internal rules prevent them from donating to non-qualified 

donees, there are workarounds.  
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In 2022, the federal government changed the Income Tax Act to make it easier for community 

foundations (and other charitable organizations) to give to non-qualified donees (Canada Revenue 

Agency, 2023). It is now much easier for foundations to donate to news organizations, but broader 

awareness of these changes is still needed. Still, community foundations’ charitable goals, or, as the 

CRA calls them, objects, might not permit them to donate to non-qualified donees; others may feel 

uncomfortable doing so, not having full understanding of the rule changes yet. Foundations’ bylaws 

and disbursement quota objectives may also impact the funding mechanisms available to them.  

Many existing resources can help answer questions about this issue. Last year, the McConnell 

Foundation helped put together a toolkit describing how foundations can work with non-qualified 

donees (McConnell Foundation, 2024). Inspirit Foundation and the Local News Research Project 

have also helped pen a guide that explains how to access philanthropic funding for non-qualified 

donees (Hibon et al., 2024, p. 20). Philanthropic Foundations of Canada produced a webinar on the 

topic (Philanthropic Foundations Canada, 2023) and the Canada Revenue Agency provides written 

guidance on the changes on its website (Canada Revenue Agency, 2023). And, one of the case studies 

below, focused on the Winnipeg Foundation, offers one workaround for community foundations that 

are not able to give to non-qualified donees. 

Methodology 

Our work was first of all inspired by conversations with key players in the area of news funding in 

Canada, including Ana Sofía Hibon from Inspirit Foundation, an organization that has done 

tremendous work in recent years to ring the alarm on the state of news funding in Canada and offer 

solutions; and April Lindgren, the founder of the Local News Research Project and a leading thinker 

about local news in Canada. Based on their recommendations we identified key examples of 

community foundations that are using interesting approaches to support local news in their 

jurisdictions. We interviewed leaders at each of the foundations in early 2025 to understand their 

motivations and the nature of their funding. From there, we essentialized the approaches across 

Canada into a few sample models that we believe could and should be applied by community 

foundations across the country.  

2.1. Winnipeg Foundation enables collaboration between Winnipeg Free Press and The 

Narwhal: a workaround when you can’t give to a non-qualified donee 

In 2022, The Narwhal and the Winnipeg Free Press announced a three-year partnership that was a first-

of-its-kind in Canada. The two newsrooms – the former a digital news non-profit started in B.C. but 

with a national focus, and the latter a newspaper headquartered in Winnipeg and largely focusing on 

local news – hired a shared reporter to cover the environment and climate change in Manitoba. The 

partnership allows The Narwhal to expand its coverage area into the Prairies, while the Free Press 

benefits by getting more in-depth environmental coverage for its readers. 

The reporting was supported by the Winnipeg Foundation, which gave $75,000 a year for three years 

to The Narwhal, a Registered Journalism Organization that counts as a qualified donee under Canada 
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Revenue Agency guidelines. (At the time the partnership was being discussed, the Winnipeg 

Foundation wasn’t able to give money directly to the Free Press because it wasn’t a qualified donee with 

the CRA. In 2022, the CRA updated its rules, making it easier for foundations to also donate to non-

qualified donees (Canada Revenue Agency, 2023).) The Narwhal and the Free Press added in-kind 

support as well. Another integral piece of the puzzle is the fact that the foundation does not have any 

day-to-day requirements for the collaboration, such as how many stories must be produced or on 

which topics. It maintains an arm’s length berth on the project, giving the journalists editorial freedom. 

This follows accepted best practices for supporting news organizations, as outlined in our 

recommendations section below.  

The Narwhal uses the funds to pay the Winnipeg-based reporter, Julia-Simone Rutgers, who 

contributes long-form feature stories to both publications. “I think a collaborative role like this can 

set a precedent for further collaborations, for sharing resources and talent and stories that are relevant 

in our publications. I think this can pioneer a new way to find some sustainability in this field,” Rutgers 

said in a Narwhal interview in 2022 (De Souza, 2022). 

Sharon Riley, The Narwhal’s Prairies bureau chief, says the foundation’s philanthropic support has 

been essential in the face of declining ad revenue and trust in public institutions, as well as a rise in 

misinformation. “The Winnipeg Foundation’s willingness to provide multi-year and substantive 

funding is an important model when supporting local news and information. Journalists need time 

(and reliable funding/job security) to establish trust with sources and earn credibility in a community,” 

Riley said in an email, adding that the news outlets are applying for another grant to extend their 

partnership.  

The collaboration between newsrooms came about thanks to LuAnn Lovlin, the Winnipeg 

Foundation’s vice-president of communications and marketing, who had relationships in both 

newsrooms and brought them together. Lovlin, who is also a former journalist, has been at the 

forefront of the foundation’s efforts to support journalism. She was a key figure in establishing a 

community news website run by the Winnipeg Foundation, called Community News Commons, 

which ran for several years. The foundation also produces a podcast spotlighting community 

champions and their causes. 

2.2. Toronto Foundation and The Local: A relationship that built on the importance of long-

term, no-strings-attached funding  

The Local is a non-profit magazine founded in 2019. “We are unabashedly Toronto, reporting from 

corners of the city that are too often ignored or misunderstood,” is how it describes itself. The Local 

publishes four online issues a year, with occasional features in between. It has produced plenty of 

deeply-reported stories since it was founded, as well as innovative projects such as the Candidate 

Tracker, which, they note, was the only source for fact-checked bios of all 102 candidates during the 

Toronto mayoral race in 2023. Its work has earned the organization 19 major journalism awards.  
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All of those contributions were on the mind of Sharon Avery, president and CEO of Toronto 

Foundation, when she led the foundation to make a rare, 10-year commitment to support The Local, 

starting at $25,000 a year, and ramping that up to $50,000 a year for the next five years. Most of the 

foundation’s grants are smaller, on the order of $10,000 to $15,000 and usually annual or one-time 

grants, Avery said. (The Local is supported through various other multi-year commitments, including 

from several foundations with a track record of funding journalism in Canada and some organizations 

local to Toronto, such as the YMCA of Greater Toronto and the United Way of Greater Toronto.) 

The decision to support The Local, Avery said, came in “an epiphany moment.” Of all the important 

causes in the city, the foundation hadn’t spent much time prioritizing journalism. But after attending 

a meeting in the U.S. in 2023 about the importance of local news to democracy, she was inspired to 

do something back home in Toronto. Her foundation is concerned with increasing social capital in 

Toronto, recognizing that this can improve health outcomes. At the U.S. meeting, the link between 

local news and social capital became crystal clear to her.  

Her suggestion to fund The Local for ten years was met with hesitation from her staff, because they 

had never made a commitment of more than three years. But, she wondered, do long-standing news 

organizations serve hyper-local communities as well as they used to? If the answer is or might be no, 

then Avery was willing to support a news startup to see what happened.  

Understanding the state of local news, and the factors that affect it, is key to helping foundation leaders 

see the role they can play, Avery notes. For starters, some community foundation leaders don’t see 

the connection between journalism and the wellbeing of a local community. “The dots have not been 

connected for us that a healthy local journalism equals a healthy community,” she said. Indeed, this 

conversation has been slow to take hold in Canada. And the feeling is mutual, she added – many news 

organizations don’t see the potential role that community foundations can play.  

She noted that the Inspirit Foundation has been indispensable in raising concerns about journalism 

and how philanthropy can help fill the gap. “They created an entry point for all of us to have this 

discussion” she said, adding that her foundation could continue to pursue this agenda in a more 

radical way in the future.  

She suggests that community foundation staff across the country start by getting to know their local 

news organizations. This can help both parties understand each other better. Journalists sometimes 

worry that community foundations will restrict them too much – and indeed, this can happen, 

she noted. Community foundations need to understand that for their grants to news organizations to 

have an impact, they need to ensure that the organizations they fund retain editorial 

independence. (We discuss this in more detail in the recommendations section.) As a result, 

Toronto Foundation’s support for The Local is unrestricted, meaning that their grants support the 

organization’s general operations and are not tied to specific projects or outcomes. That is reflected in 

the agreement between Toronto Foundation and The Local, which refers to the funds as 

“unrestricted.”
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This commitment is further clarified in The Local’s code of ethics, which notes that: “We accept 

financial contributions from individuals and organizations for the general support of our activities, but 

our editorial judgments are made independently and not on the basis of who funds us or their 

specific interests.”  

Avery has other suggestions, too, which reflect the unique role that community foundations have in 

the places they operate. Community foundations should advertise in local media, and could help 

with loans or even ownership challenges. We explore these suggestions – and where they have 

been successfully implemented – more in our recommendations section. 

2.3. Managed by the Vancouver Foundation, Ross Howard Fund provides an example of how 

donor-advised funds can support journalism  

Just before he died in 2017, friends and family of journalist Ross Howard set up a fund in his name 

with the Vancouver Foundation. The money raised – about $20,000 initially – would go toward 

educating journalists as well as supporting organizations that promote media literacy and its role in 

democratic societies.  Donor-advised funds like this one are increasingly popular in Canada, 

according to a report written by Inspirit Foundation and its partners (Hibon et al., 2024). “The 

donor (or their proxy) advises on how funds are distributed, but all administrative and 

financial matters are controlled by the foundation,” the foundation wrote last year (p. 9).  

In an interview, Peggy Heath said she wanted to continue supporting journalism through the fund, 

since the cause was so important to her late husband. Howard worked as a journalist for more than 

40 years, reporting for major news outlets like The Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star, as well as teaching 

journalism with a specific focus on ethics, both at home and in countries around the world.  

Heath says Howard’s fund is currently set up to provide an annual, $1,200 prize to a talented 

journalism student at Langara College in Vancouver, where he taught for years. The prize money is 

granted from interest accrued in the fund, which is managed by the Vancouver Foundation. She 

hopes the prize money can help the next generation of journalists get their footing in a struggling 

industry. 

As the trustee of the Ross Howard Fund, the Vancouver Foundation “is responsible for managing 

the fund, including investments, incoming donations, grant payments, accounting and legal 

reporting,” they told us by email. And while the foundation doesn’t have a specific focus area on 

journalism, they “recognize its role in driving systems change by creating transparent access to 

information, shaping policies, and amplifying underrepresented voices,” they told us. The 

foundation has supported B.C. journalism outlets or projects with grants in the past, including 

IndigiNews and Spotlight:  Child Welfare. 

Before deciding where the Ross Howard Fund’s money would go specifically, Heath spoke to staff 

at the foundation and some of Howard’s former journalism colleagues. She asked questions about  
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where the money could have the most value. “I like to think helping fund a talented [journalism] 

school student will pay dividends and we can continue to rely on well-trained journalists reporting 

the truth,” Heath said.  

For others considering setting up donor-advised funds, Heath suggested reaching out to local place-

based foundations with questions. Donor-advised funds also provide an avenue for community 

foundations to support journalism, in that they can encourage donors to consider the sector as a 

worthy cause. “It’s not something that probably occurs to most people, and that’s where maybe the 

journalists themselves need to maybe say, ‘We’re in dire straits… . We need support,’ ” Heath said. 

“Good information is so crucial now. If they can’t do [journalism] now, they never will be able to.”   

2.4. Edmonton Community Foundation both funds news projects and produces information 

According to 2021 census data, Alberta is one of the provinces with the fewest working journalists 

per capita in the country (Statistics Canada, 2022). Edmonton in particular has lost one-third of its 

local news outlets in the past 16 years, new research from the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 

has found (Macdonald & Macdonald, 2025). Realizing this lack could contribute to a dearth of local 

and factual news available in their region, the Edmonton Community Foundation has been trying to 

support local information-sharing in two respects: by offering funding, and by producing storytelling 

on its own.  

ECF has offered grants to external journalism-related endeavours, including Omar Mouallem’s 

Pandemic University, a virtual writing school that popped up during COVID-19, offering weeks-long 

courses in various disciplines such as magazine, opinion and comedy writing; podcast production; and 

lessons on how to freelance successfully. More than 4,000 people from over 60 countries have 

participated, according to the school’s website.  

ECF also provided grants to digital news outlets The Narwhal and The Breach to help expand their 

footprints in the Prairies. The foundation supported the creation of Melanistic Magazine, one of 

Edmonton’s first Black-owned and led publications, as well as a themed issue of Eighteen Bridges 

that featured Edmonton writers’ thoughts on the sesquicentennial and won a National Magazine 

Award. Funding a series of stories profiling newcomers’ restaurants in Where Edmonton, a tourism-

focused magazine, was another highlight for Andrew Paul, ECF’s marketing and communications 

adviser, who pointed out that the topic aligns with the foundation’s goal of supporting 

underrepresented communities and spotlights businesses that may get little to no media coverage 

otherwise.  

Paul has also worked on the foundation’s recent production of a feature-length documentary called 

Pride Versus Prejudice: The Delwin Vriend Story. The film explains the Supreme Court case that enshrined 

LGBTQ2S+ rights into the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Paul says it’s the first 

documentary produced by a community foundation in Canada, to his knowledge, and it’s being shown 

on film festival circuits in the summer of 2025.  
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ECF strives to be a catalyst for positive change across many sectors, Paul says. Last year, the 

foundation granted about $35.5 million to 900 charities. Despite its recent history of support, ECF 

doesn’t have a specific mandate to fund journalism projects, but many of the journalism-related 

initiatives it has given to have additional benefits to the community, including celebrating diversity, 

and arts and culture programming. This has enabled journalism funding to come from other granting 

streams that have multiple benefits to the community, Paul says. 

2.5. Fondation du Grand Montreal starts fund for one newsroom, and considers larger 

community news fund 

For Lela Savić, getting Registered Journalism Organization (RJO) status for her francophone 

newsroom, La Converse, was a lot of work. Started in 2020, La Converse is a dialogue-focused digital 

news outlet that works to empower BIPOC communities through its work.  

Getting RJO status would mean that La Converse could operate as a non-profit and issue charitable 

tax receipts for donations. In Quebec, the provincial government also offers an additional labour tax 

credit to newsrooms with RJO status (which might help explain the healthy representation of Quebec 

news outlets among Canada’s RJOs (Investissement Québec, n.d.)).  

While Savić waited for months to find out if her newsroom would qualify for RJO status, she was 

connected with a member of the team at the Fondation du Grand Montréal (FGM). They explained 

that she could set up a short-term fund at FGM, which would enable them to accept private donations 

and also issue tax receipts via the foundation. Normally such a fund would require a $25,000 deposit 

to start, but FGM allowed them to begin with a $10,000 deposit (the rate for individuals rather than 

organizations), because they saw value in the journalism being provided, Savić said. The Converse 

Fund was born in February 2025. (Shortly thereafter, Savić heard back from the CRA and La Converse 

got its RJO designation after all.) 

Karel Mayrand, president and CEO of FGM, said he’s looking forward to doing more in the coming 

years to support journalism and democracy. As he helps draft the organization’s next five-year strategic 

plan, which begins in 2027, he hopes they will be able to wade more into the journalistic space, which 

he describes as “one of the underpinnings of healthy thriving democracy” and “one of the 

prerequisites for a just society we’re trying to build.”  

Mayrand said one of the ways FGM might do this is by helping support a community news fund, 

which would be a place where foundations can pool their finances to support journalism projects in 

their community. (These funds don’t yet exist in Canada, but are prominent in the U.S., where they 

have raised more than $20 million for local news since 2018 (Report for America, 2022), as well as in 

some European countries.) This fund could be a good solution for foundations who don’t have a 

journalism stream in their mandates, but still want to be able to contribute to the cause in some way, 

he said. 
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Mayrand also recognizes that quality journalism can help fight mis- and disinformation and growing 

polarization communities. He says foundations can’t adequately address issues like climate change, 

racial justice and poverty without an agreed-upon set of facts that can convince citizens of the need 

to act. “If your vision of philanthropy is trying to solve issues, to get to systemic causes of inequality 

and poverty … then you need democracy in the media and journalism,” he said.  

2.6. Recommendations 

Over the course of our conversations with foundation leaders and others, we came across a range of 

suggestions on growing the relationship between community foundations and journalism. We have 

strived to include all of them here.  

● Get to know your local news and information providers: Sharon Avery of the Toronto

Foundation suggests foundation leaders convene all the local news organizations in their area.

This will help the two groups understand each other better, possibly find shared interests and

figure out ways to work together on local issues.

● Commit to doing good through your ad dollars: Community foundations should commit

to advertising in their local publications, particularly the smaller ones, ethnic publications, and

startups, argues Avery. This would mirror the Advertising Boost Initiative in New York City,

through which the city spent almost $50 million on promoting its marketing campaigns

specifically through  ethnic and community media (CUNY, n.d.). As of 2024, Ontario has a

related policy, requiring the province’s four largest agencies (Liquor Control Board of Ontario

(LCBO), the Ontario Cannabis Store, Metrolinx and the Ontario Lottery and Gaming

Corporation) to allocate at least a quarter of their annual advertising budgets to Ontario

publishers (Office of the Premier, 2024).

● Be creative about ownership and endowment: Community foundations should consider

how they can leverage their endowments to provide loans to news organizations, Avery adds,

perhaps by becoming owners or shareholders in local news organizations. When a local owner

or family no longer wants to stay in the business, they often end up selling a paper to a chain.

This approach can prevent that outcome. Indeed, this was the impetus for the founding of the

Lenfest Institute as the sole shareholder of The Philadelphia Inquirer, a complex legal

relationship mediated by the Philadelphia Foundation, which also ensures the publication’s

independence.

● Set up community news funds: The Fondation du Grand Montréal is considering how it

may set up a community news fund in its area. Every place-based foundation should consider

how pooling of resources among charitable partners and donor-advised funds in its region

could help support local journalism. A recent report in the U.S. argues that these funds are a

way to strengthen the entire ecosystem by being strategic about how funds are disbursed,

directing money to where it’s most needed, with input from the community (Report for
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America, 2022). These have been very successful in the U.S., raising millions for local news 

ecosystems. Community news funds have also taken shape in Germany, Austria and 

Switzerland (Media Forward), as well as Brazil (Journalism Support Fund). 

● Advocate for journalism as a cause to support through donor-advised funds: Learning

from the Vancouver Foundation’s Ross Howard Fund, community foundations could work

to promote support for local journalism as an option for people looking to set up donor-

advised funds. Since the sector isn’t always top of mind for charitable donors, foundations

could help advocate for its strengths and explain its importance to their communities.

● Promote collaboration: Community foundations can learn from the Winnipeg Foundation’s

example, using grants to promote collaboration among news organizations on important

reporting projects. This type of collaboration can enable a project that is truly greater than the

sum of its parts, meaning that it can allow news organizations to work on a project together

that no single newsroom could do on its own. This type of work is starting to gain recognition

(McLean, 2023), but overcoming journalists’ competitive DNA can be challenging. Still, we

know from the U.S. experience that adequate funding for all partners can yield collaborations

that produce some of the best journalism (Hofmann, 2016).

To fully enable collaboration, community foundations should ensure they understand how to

build a partnership between qualified and non-qualified donees – like the Winnipeg example.

These can expand organizations’ reach and audience, increasing the impact of each grant

dollar.

Here in Canada we have seen vibrant collaborations between students and newsrooms – for

instance, three of four nominees for the Canadian Association of Journalists Student Award

of Excellence in 2022 were published as editorial partnerships with newsrooms, with the

winning entry representing a collaboration between York University and Maisonneuve

(McLean, 2023).

● Build a funders’ journalism support group, and ask for help: It’s important to share

information and best practices for supporting journalism among funders. In this way each

community foundation leader wouldn’t have to figure out the ins and outs of funding on their

own. In our experience, foundation leaders are very open and generous with their knowledge.

Those who are just getting into the space can ask their more experienced counterparts for

guidance, sample contracts and other details.

● Give unrestricted funding: In our interviews, Sharon Avery from the Toronto Foundation

pointed out that news organizations need to have flexibility in how they use funds, in order to

not be perceived as influenced by foundations. As a result, her foundation’s grants to The

Local are unrestricted. Other foundations should consider giving this kind of grant as well.
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● Fund sustainability efforts: Often, funds for journalism go to support particular projects or

beats. Recipients have often complained that this doesn’t support all the work that goes into

producing stories, including training and editing. On top of that concern, this kind of funding

also doesn’t promote the development of a news organization – instead, it supports a single

project, which then returns to being unfunded when the money dries up. Instead, a project

like NewsMatch in the U.S. supports revenue generation efforts by matching existing

donations. It also helps news nonprofits develop fundraising and awareness campaigns,

meaning that the effects of NewsMatch can persist long after funds stop flowing. This and

other approaches can support growing the long-term sustainability of an organization.

● Ensure grantees have guarantees of editorial independence: Journalism strengthens

democracy and teaches us about our communities and ourselves. But this can only work if

journalism is trusted. Trust in the news is down in Canada and around the world (Brin &

Charlton, 2024; Kleis Nielsen & Fletcher, 2024). Above we outlined how the kind of local

news projects discussed in this report can help build trust. But, that only has a hope of working

if it is clear that the work is independent. News organizations and funders need to steer clear

of any real and perceived influence. This independence needs to be articulated in contracts

between the news organizations and their funders, and those contracts need to be publicly

available. Radical transparency is essential here to give audiences assurances that the

information has been produced in their best interest. More information about best practices

is available in the report Funding Journalism: A Guide to Philanthropic Support for Canadian

Media.

● Avoid getting involved in the editorial process: Some community foundations have

successfully overseen the creation of content or even the design of a news organization. The

Winnipeg Foundation, for instance, launched Community News Commons in 2012, and ran

it for several years. Over that time, the organization trained hundreds of community members

and published 3,000 stories, as well as numerous photos, video and audio pieces. Still, they

ultimately shut it down, recognizing that running a news organization fell outside of their

expertise and was drawing attention away from their core work. This seems like the likely

outcome for community foundations that opt to get into content creation, moderation, etc.,

all of which require particular skills and are resource intensive. Instead, community

foundations should focus on what they do best, which is equitable and careful disbursement

of funds to important causes.

● Become familiar with other resources: The most useful resource, which served as an

important inspiration for this project, is Funding Journalism: A Guide for Canadian

Philanthropy, a collaboration between the Inspirit Foundation, the Local News Research

Project at Toronto Metropolitan University and Philanthropic Foundations Canada. The other

important resource for community foundations looking to enter this space is a toolkit

describing how foundations can work with non-qualified donees, from the McConnell

Foundation. 
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● Have a frank conversation with the donors in your community about why supporting

journalism matters. Not all foundation leaders are familiar with journalism as a charitable

cause; similarly, not all journalists have thought about this option, and if they have, some may

remain uncomfortable with it. At the same time, the forces explored in this report, including

polarization and fraying community ties, as well as struggles with supporting the news our

democracy needs, continue to worsen. Community stakeholders can use the resources in this

report to work together to resolve some of these issues, and that work happens best when

folks are open to learning from one another.

Conclusion 

While each community may have different wants in terms of causes to support, there is undoubtedly 

a need for journalism in every corner of Canada to help people stay informed and to foster a sense of 

belonging. At a time of increased polarization and growing mis- and disinformation, we can’t afford 

to let local journalism erode any more than it already has.  

Community foundations are stretched in many different directions for funding and support. But, as 

Karel Mayrand of the Foundation of Greater Montreal told us, journalism and a shared knowledge of 

facts are essential to help address inequality and tackle many of the causes foundations are already 

working on. We hope this report helps encourage more community foundations to fund journalism 

in their areas, realizing that the health of local journalism and the health of our communities are 

intertwined.  
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