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Executive Summary

Due to the mountain pine beetle epidemic that has been ravaging interior British Columbia (BC) for the last several years, citizens, governments and researchers are confronted with the challenge of planning for long-term sustainability and prosperity.  This paper uses a case study approach to ascertain what other rural communities have done when their primary sectors have been compromised, in the hopes that these rural histories will provide insights that can be used by communities in rural BC.

Communities in the interior of BC are dependent on the extractive industries of forestry and mining.  This reality plays a determining role in the current predicament of these communities and will need to be a primary consideration when planning for their future.  

Case Studies

This paper explores in detail three examples of communities responding to economic, environmental and/or social disturbance.  The case studies provide the jumping off point for the second half of the paper, which takes the lessons learned from the case studies and elaborates these by visiting academic literature that deals with community transition, development and sustainability.  While there are other case studies referenced throughout the paper, the initial three are dealt with in the greatest detail.

The first case study deals with the example of Vuohijärvi, a Finnish mill town, and speaks to the importance of having committed local actors; locating niche markets; fostering collaboration between local and external actors; developing secondary production systems; and, utilizing local natural and human resources optimally. 

The second case study deals with North Dakota and how the use of regional economic development funds succeeded in encouraging local sustainability through local means.  This case study highlights how effective government policy—as seen in the government’s creation of the legislation that allowed for a local option sales tax, and in the existence of the other government funding strategies that were used as leverage against these regional funds—can be used to kick-start local development.  Further, the role of community-oriented funding institutions is shown to be a key component of successful rural development. The multi-community and regional approach that characterized the dispersal of these funds also raises an important issue.

The third case study focuses on the Midwestern states affected by the Great Flood of 1993, and also underlines the significance of regional networks.  Communities that had working experience with neighbouring communities, in this instance often for regional tourism initiatives, were better able to respond in the face of adversity, and they were better able to rebuild after the devastating event.  This ability stemmed from the communication links and knowledge gleaned through past regional initiatives, but also from the fact that communities with a history of networking with other communities have more access to information and expertise that can help them plan and act for their own well-being.  Further, the research approach used by Sundet and Mermelstein (1996) in studying these communities devastated by natural disaster provides a replicable example that could be utilized in the BC context to gauge what community attributes contribute to resiliency.

Current Realities

This section is premised on the contention that understanding how a region has fared in the past—in particular, in what ways it has been most challenged in terms of development, and economic and social prosperity—is essential for understanding how it can do better in the future.  In other words, in order to plan for the future, it is necessary to understand one’s own history of development.  For this reason, this section deals with the history of extractive communities and those characteristics that have defined, and at times, limited them.

An extractive community is one that is dependent on or characterized by the extraction of raw material from nature.  This can include mining, forestry, and/or agriculture (Parkins et al., 2003).  Typically, an extractive community is dependent on one or few employers operating in one or few sectors of activity (England and Brown, 2003).  Recent research in Canada has shown that one would do better not to treat all extractive communities and industries as equivalent, nor to draw over-arching generalizations in regards to them, due to the many variables that confound easy categorization and comparison (such as history, topography, accessibility to markets, rates of unionization, among others) (Parkins et al., 2003; Stedman et al., 2004).  Despite this, the general characteristics of extractive communities elaborated by England and Brown (2003) remain useful, and it seems these characteristics are present in all extractive communities, with the extent and specifics of these varying across and within industries and regions.  In fact, the research by Parkins et al. (2003) and Stedman et al. (2004) attests to the reality of these general characteristics even while they successfully argue that more detail needs to be shone on these to achieve a fuller picture of the complexity exhibited across extractive industries and communities.  Readers interested in exploring in greater detail the complexity inherent in these communities would do well to further explore the work by these and other researchers dealing with this topic specifically.    

England and Brown contend that communities that are dependent on extractive industry are subject to national and international markets, and exploitation.  Generally, the exploitation stems from the expatriation of profits, and the lack of control and input into decisions affecting their lives.  They state that extractive communities are subject to well-defined stages of development, and that they are subject to a boom and bust syndrome.  The authors also contend that despite the economic considerations that guide the creation and closure of many extractive industries, the communities that arise to fuel these industries develop a strong sense of place that roots them to their homes long after the economic viability of them seem uncertain.  Further, with the out-migration of youth from rural areas, and the varying possibility of in-migration from urban areas, population and migration remain important areas of discussion in rural development programs.

Opportunities for Change

Rural communities looking to develop livelihoods and flourishing communities that will exist well into the future are looking for a measure of sustainability.  Sargent et al. (1991) contend that a successful rural economic development strategy will be one that facilitates local human development; expands local control of resources; increases internal investment capacity; and changes economic and social structures to increase opportunity and reduce dependency (cited in Segedy and Lyons, 1997, p. 338).  This shift in focus from foreign interests to local interests is at the core of the sustainable development literature.  

Nozick (1999) maintains that in order for communities to move towards sustainability, they need to: become self-reliant, regain community control, plan for economic sustainability, meet individual needs and foster and maintain local culture.  According to Nozick, these cannot come from above (i.e., government and outside business), but only from local action.

Researchers stress that rural communities striving towards sustainable development would do well to network with other communities in order to overcome some of the obstacles that confront rural communities today, and as a means to broadening their market, and their base of information, knowledge, and expertise.  Segedy and Lyons argue that when various (rural) market centres have something of value to offer one another, possibilities for networking exist, and this networking is essential for building strong regional economies.  In such a regional economy, each market centre is taking advantage of its unique strength.  By uniting these local strengths into a regional economy, small communities are able to overcome the typical rural disadvantages of isolation and size, allowing them to thrive in a manner that is both economically, socially and environmentally sustainable.  A network of empowered communities, trading goods, services and cooperation within a region would be better situated to access national and international markets, and likewise it would be less sensitive to perturbations in these markets.  

A strong local and regional base bodes well for the region, but establishing these networks will take time and initiative.  Rural communities seeking to find a niche in the global economy would do better to look to their neighbours as associates rather than as competitors.  This sort of multi-community collaboration, however, is increasingly contrary to the trend that finds rural communities pitted against one another, competing not cooperating, to lure another large industry to fill the gap that a previous one has left.  The tendency to simply search for other external large industry in times of restructuring is an approach questioned by many researchers and community groups (Audirac, 1997; Garber, 1990; Green, 1997; Sumner, 2005).  According to these authors, a better approach is to be found in committing to local revitalization through community, regional and then national resources, networks, and markets.  These authors suggest that it is better to agree on and strive to meet community needs through local action than it is to compromise community needs in order to attract highly mobile industry, especially since these are likely to relocate eventually.

Delineating extractive community characteristics with sustainable community characteristics is not meant to imply, however, that communities that are home to extractive industries such as forestry and mining are incapable of sustainability, but rather to demonstrate in what areas rural communities need to focus attention in order to work towards sustainable development.  Sustainable communities are premised on an involved citizenry that has control over decisions affecting their well-being, as well as control over parts of their economy.  A sustainable community is self-reliant, but is supported by strong regional and national networks that it can access for information and expertise, as well as interact with for market transactions that flow both ways.  In simple terms, then, sustainable communities differ most markedly from most extractive communities in the amount of local control and input that marks the economic and social structure of the community.  

Civil Society

Civil society is referred to under the guise of many different names, although some researchers argue there is more similarity than difference between many of the terms (Falk et al., 2003).  Regardless of the debate that exists regarding the exclusivity of terms, for the purposes of this paper the ideas of community, social capital, civil society, and the civil commons will be treated as similar ideas that all point to the same need in these rural communities for meaningful local involvement.  These terms also represent an awareness of the importance of links and networks, between local residents as well as with outside entities and institutions.

Many argue that more attention needs to be paid to the issue of social capital in communities.  Putnam (1996) contends, “investment in social capital enhances returns to investment in physical and human capital” (cited in Pierce, 1999, p. 280).  Pierce (1999) argues that this shift towards fostering social capital is “a key condition for a sustainable society, decoupling development from its historical attachment to economic growth as the basic engine for the improvement of human welfare” (p. 280).  However, despite the enormous amount of attention that social capital, civil society and other similar topic areas have garnered, there still remains a certain amount of vagueness as to how this civil action can become effective and whether it truly has the capacity to aid rural communities in times of stress or crisis.  And, as Fisher (1990) contends, most people are unwilling to risk what they have for vague and unclear alternatives.

Green (1997; 2003) does well to provide examples and characteristics of what he refers to as self-development, and by doing so he details in a real-life way how some communities are changing how they function and develop, and how they are managing to do so in a more sustainable fashion.  Some key characteristics of self-development include: the community relies primarily, but not exclusively, on local resources to stimulate demand; it seeks to minimize dependence by promoting local ownership of resources (land, labour and/or capital); and, through locally-based development efforts the community attempts to expand contacts to national and international markets.  Ultimately, communities engaging in this sort of self-development are looking to create outside demand through community-based strategies that will produce benefits and returns for the community and not only for absentee owners and shareholders (Green, 1997, p. 181).  

Green contends that the communities engaged in this sort of self-development are not seeking to withdraw from the larger economy, but simply to manage their relationship to it.  He posits that self-development can be seen as an attempt by communities to manage the market relations of their land, labour and capital in ways that better meet their “local (societal) needs” (p. 178).  Green argues that this is likely an extension of fact that “attempts to fully commodify land, labor and capital in market societies” have been unsuccessful, and that in order to meet larger societal needs some sort of regulation of these resources is needed (p. 178).  In this case, the regulation is coming from the communities themselves.  Green states: “A basic assumption of this approach is that markets must be embedded in social relations in order to generate benefits that are sustainable” (1997, p. 178).

According to Green: “Community-based development strategies do not limit themselves to employing only local resources or withdrawing from nonlocal markets.  Instead, they generally use a mixture of local and nonlocal resources to create community owned and controlled institutions and organizations. Both markets and the state are important components of this approach.  By organizing local resources and institutions, they provide a means of building the social organization necessary to leverage outside resources” (1997, p. 181).  From the data that Green has worked with, he concludes that most rural communities that undertake self-development projects do so in response to an economic crisis.  He concludes that this may indicate a need for an external force to motivate communities to become more active in their own development.  
Further, Green found that those communities with greater ties to other communities, organizations, and institutions were more likely to undertake a self-development project.  He contends that these ties are an invaluable means of gaining information and access to resources that are necessary to community development.  He also notes that self-development communities are typically those that are not divided by strong local factions that can make garnering community support difficult.

In line with Green’s contention that crisis often motivates these self-development initiatives, Douglas (1994) details a generalized spectrum of development-response motives that were historically evident in Canada and abroad.  Douglas finds that in times of high economic viability, the motivation to pursue economic development initiatives is low and may only originate in response to activity in surrounding communities or as a matter of perceived “prudence”.  Douglas (1994) does not discuss that these may also be the conditions under which development projects are deemed less risky thus facilitating the ability to obtain funding from financial institutions.  On the other end of the spectrum, times of crisis (such as a mill closure) necessitate the need to take action, precisely when economic viability is low.  It is often in these instances that community economic development initiatives rely on government funding for assistance and capital from private financial institutions becomes less accessible.

Green notes that many of these self-development strategies fail, and by comparing these with those have succeeded he suggests some considerations that he has found to be of importance.  First, the project must be appropriate for the locale, building on community strengths and the skills of the work force.  He contends that many communities are too quick to choose projects that have been successful elsewhere, assuming these will work in their community as well.  Second, Green contends that successful self-development projects rely on local funds to leverage external sources of capital.  Green found that almost all projects relied on external sources of capital, and that the amount of funding was a predictor of the number of jobs created and amount of income generated.  Third, these communities are typically limited by a lack of technical information.  And fourth, self-development appears to work better in small communities where it can be easier to gain community support.  However, small towns also have to deal with small cliques or factions that may hinder development due to past histories.

Green concludes that these self-development projects are not likely to generate enough jobs and income to replace those lost by economic restructuring, at least not in the short run.  He notes that in a global economy, rural areas will continue to be at a disadvantage to urban areas, since they do not have the skilled labour force or market size to compete with most urban centres.  He does argue, however, that these projects do produce other benefits beyond jobs and income.  For example, he argues that decommodification of key land, labour and/or capital provides communities with the ability to allocate resources to meet community needs (use value) rather than for meeting market demand (exchange value).  This leads to an emphasis on creating local wealth, which is an important step on the way to community sustainability.  Green also suggests that these projects are a success in increasing levels of local participation and knowledge, and as such they both rely on and reinforce an area’s social capital.  This democratization of the economy and community, according to Green, is also an important step towards sustainability.  Green concludes that despite their limitations and weaknesses, these self-development strategies tend to produce a more favourable benefit-cost ratio for communities than other strategies.

Structural Support

While local actors are integral to the sustainable development of their community, they will not succeed without the input of different levels of government, the aid of financial institutions, and without taking into consideration other large industries and companies that will either serve as competition or opportunities for their development projects.  This section, then, deals with the structural supports that need to be considered when planning for sustainable rural development.

While social scientists and community researchers seem to agree that an active and effective network of local citizen actors is a prerequisite to a successful campaign to save a community or region, it seems to be as equally accepted that there must be institutional support for these local actors in terms of the availability of banks and loan granting organizations, private contributions and/or the support provided by public (governmental) organizations.  There remains a good deal of contention, however, about which policies will best encourage economic and community development without producing another form of dependency.  McMahon (2000), for example, looks at government intervention as potentially hazardous to the economic growth of regions.  For McMahon, the idea that the government should step in to save jobs when big employers leave is misguided economics.

McMahon argues that it is wrong to assume that new economic activity will not live up to that of the past, or that it will not come at all.  He disagrees with the argument that government will save money in the long term by spending in the short term (to save jobs), or that the government will lose tax revenue if the firm or sector should fail.  He reiterates that these are premised on the false assumption that there is nothing else out there.  For McMahon, the best thing a government can do is to let the economy correct itself, and ignore the panicked pleas of struggling communities.

The case studies throughout this paper, however, both support and challenge McMahon’s claims.  The regional economic development funds that were generated in North Dakota (and discussed in Part 2 of this paper) share a certain similarity with McMahon’s thesis in that the government sought for a policy route that would see communities and regions helping themselves.  Although McMahon may not look favourably on a local option sales tax, or on government intervention in any way, the regional economic development funds serve as an interesting example of rural municipalities that generated local economic activity through local means.  These funds, however, were never utilized on their own but leveraged against other lending agencies and other government programs.  

The researchers Leistriz and Bangsund (1998) found that the regional economic development funds, in association with these other external entities, provided for approximately 4500 jobs over the course of their existence and helped to generate economic activity in a time of crisis.  While McMahon and Leistriz and Bangsund may differ in their suggestions of how to encourage rural economic development, they both highlight the fact that policy does matter.

Kemp and Cole (1994) contend that an inside-out approach to policy development is called for, with macro-level policies being influenced and based on community economic development rather than the other way around.  They argue that those responsible for creating policy are obligated to find out what is happening in communities, and that the development of policy should proceed with the consultation of those communities that will be affected by it.  They also call for a greater information-sharing framework to be established that would better connect communities into a stronger regional base.

Conclusion

The BC forestry sector is presently experiencing a short-term boom as a result of the increase to the annual allowable cut instigated in response to the mountain pine beetle epidemic.  It is well understood that this boom period will not last indefinitely.  The onus now lies with rural BC communities to plan for their own future well-being through local action and development.  Communities founded on only one or two industries will forever be subject to boom and bust episodes.  

Moving towards sustainability will require rural communities to increase their level of self-reliance, as well as their control over local resources and profits.  To invest in and plan for the future of rural BC will require that more of the wealth of these communities be re-invested locally.  This does not preclude the presence of foreign ownership and the important role that this plays in rural BC, but rather raises the possibility that other forms of ownership and development could and should occur as well.

There exists a great deal of research and literature on those aspects of extractive communities that leave them particularly susceptible to external influences and events, and there also exists a wealth of writing on the characteristics inherent to a sustainable community.  There remains a need, however, for a better bridging of these two research priorities, especially in documenting, for example, how a community could build upon its extractive base in such a way as to contribute to, and not compromise, its sustainability.  Rural communities in BC will need to first come to terms with the structure and functioning of their communities and economy in order to plan for the improvement of those components that leave their communities especially susceptible to adversity.  Plans for the sustainable development of these communities will require knowledge of what has hindered their development, as well as innovation and initiative for moving these communities forward.

The case studies in this paper show that there are rural communities that have worked diligently to maintain and/or redefine their places.  These are proof that locally-based, citizen action is possible, and that rural communities can work towards their own sustainability, but only with strong networks between people and other communities, and only with the support of government and financial institutions that believe in the value and viability of rural places.  

Table of Contents

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY……………………………………………………………...ii

11
Introduction


41.1
Methodology


51.2
Organization of this Paper


72
Case Studies


72.1
Vuohijärvi: A Finnish mill town


112.2
North Dakota’s Regional Development Funds


152.3
The Great Flood of 1993


182.4
Summary


203
Current Realities


213.1
Extractive Communities


213.1.1
Embedded Activities


223.1.2
Exploitation


233.1.3
Phases of Extraction


243.1.4
Boom and Busts


253.1.5
Place Attachment


263.1.6
Diversity within Depletion


293.1.7
Diversity between Extractive Communities


313.2
Fluctuations in Population


343.3
Summary


354
Opportunities for Change


354.1
Sustainable Communities


354.1.1
Civil Commons


384.1.2
Local Relevance and Regional Cooperation


414.1.3
Competing for External Industry


434.2
Summary


445
Civil Society


445.1
Social Development as a precursor to economic development


465.1.1
Self-development Strategies


545.2
Examples of Local Initiatives


545.2.1
Tennessee


555.2.2
Community Forests


565.2.3
Others


565.3
Summary


576
Structural Support


647
Conclusion


657.1
Current Realities


667.2
Local Action


677.3
Support for Rural Development


697.4
Research Needs


697.4.1
Local Action


707.4.2
Structural Support


717.5
Shifting Focus


737.6
Summary


75Bibliography




1 Introduction

This paper is meant to explore and discuss the changing rural prospects facing forest-dependent communities in British Columbia (BC) in the wake of massive mountain pine beetle outbreaks.  The area of pine beetle infestation has increased from 165 000 ha of red attack in 1999 to 7 021 886 ha in 2004, with a 100% increase from 2002 to 2003 (http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/hfp/mountain_pine_beetle/SUM_mpb_aerial_survey.pdf; Pedersen, 2003).  In response to the severity of these outbreaks, the annual allowable cut in BC has been increased by 27% with the goal of utilizing timber resources before they are rendered unusable by the pine beetle, and as a means for curtailing further spread (Pedersen, 2003).  While this increase currently provides a short term boost in production and employment, it is understood that this will decline as forest resources are harvested quicker than they can regenerate, thus leaving BC forest communities in a state of economic uncertainty.  

This project has been undertaken at the request of the BC Forum on Forest Economics and Policy, which is a forest industry-sponsored research institution based at the University of British Columbia, as a means to delineate those questions and/or guiding principles that could act as a foundation for a component of their research program.  The primary questions driving this project are: How have resource-dependent communities in Canada and elsewhere responded to significant changes in their economic base?  What are the key questions that should be addressed by researchers attempting to study rural communities in situations of adversity?

Through a systematic literature review of the rural development literature, and premised on a comparative case study approach, this paper documents how a diversity of rural communities have dealt, and/or are dealing, with the economic realities of being rural in today’s globalized economy and facing economic and natural disturbance.  The case studies and discussion in this paper are meant to contribute to the knowledge base available for BC community researchers, citizens and development organizations.  While each rural community is unique, both in the specific issues it confronts and in the social, natural and economic capital accessible to it for dealing with disturbance and change, it is undoubtedly useful for communities to see and maintain links with other rural communities during this era of urban priority and globalization.  By surveying what others have done in terms of coping with community and/or regional adversity, it is believed that BC researchers, citizens and other concerned actors will be able to better plan, prepare and act in the face of what is sure to be a period of restructuring in the BC forestry sector, and therefore in rural BC.

The word community will be used often in this paper, despite the fact that ‘community’ is a contested word, with some theorists warning that the word is so ambiguous and ill-defined as to be nearly unusable (Etzioni, 2000).  Despite the academic debate that surrounds this word there is no denying that it exists and is understood on a very familiar level.  Etzioni challenges those who suggest the word be discarded:

As I see it, this "cannot be defined" is a tired gambit. We have difficulties in precisely defining even such a simple concept as a chair. Something to sit on? One can sit on a bench or bed. Something to sit on with four legs? Many chairs have three, or even just one, and so on. The same criticism has been leveled against rationality, democracy, and class, yet nobody seriously suggests we stop using these concepts (2000, p. 188).

The term community will be used in this paper despite its ambiguities, and will be understood as 1) a web of affect-laden relationships among a group of individuals that often crisscross and reinforce one another (rather than merely one-on-one or chainlike individual relationships); and, 2) a measure of commitment to a set of shared values, norms, and meanings, and a shared history and identity to a particular culture (from Etzioni, 2000, p. 189). 

Community response is understood in this paper as the response affected by the local citizenry, the municipal, regional and/or federal governments, the financial institutions, and/or the private corporations or enterprises that reside within the region.  All of these components of community response will be addressed as important elements of successful community action.

The multiple rural histories and literature review that compose this paper will argue that rural communities will need to begin planning for their own well-being if they are to become more sustainable entities.  This will involve locally inspired self-development initiatives, and a move towards greater local ownership in local resources and decision-making bodies, as well as policy and financial support from government and other institutions.  Douglas (1994) brought forward many of these concepts in a two-volume synthesis of community economic development in Canada, as did Galaway and Hudson (1994) through their perspectives on research and policy.  These compendiums reflect on the history of community economic development in Canada and abroad, and provide a glimpse of the issues that were emerging in the 1990s.  Many of the historical and emerging issues (of the time) remain persistent today and in some ways this synthesis provides an updated perspective and review of the literature since these volumes were published. 

1.1 Methodology

The literature used for this paper was found through searching a number of different databases and catalogues, and the searches utilized a number of keywords representing the general theme of ‘communities in transition’.  The databases searched during the literature review include: Econnections; EconLit; the Social Sciences Citation Index of the Web of Science; Wilson Social Sciences Abstracts; Social Work Abstracts; and, Sociological Abstracts.  The McGill University catalogues were also searched, and an Internet search was performed in pursuit of “grey” literature.  Keywords used during the database and catalogue searches include: (rural) community transition; (rural) community change; (rural) community adversity; rural challenges; rural development; rural economies; rural economic development; natural disturbance and rural communities; rural community shock; rural case study (-ies); case studies and rural success; case studies and rural failure; rural case studies and change; rural success; rural prosperity; rural failure; forestry communities; forestry towns; rural towns; and many more variations on these themes.  

The search for literature began by exploring rural development in a wide range of social science disciplines.  As research progressed, however, it became apparent that the literature from rural sociology and human geography dealt more explicitly with the questions driving this project.  The economic literature dealt less with community response to adversity and development, and more with specific elements or components within rural economies.  Due to the limited timeframe of this project, and due to the close fit between the sociology and geography literatures and the guiding questions of this paper, these came to represent the literatures most represented.  However, there are cases and references in the paper that stem from a more economic perspective, as well as a number of case studies in the Bibliography that stem from government documents and information reports.

Within the social science literature, it is certainly the rural sociological and community development literatures that have been accessed the most.  This is not meant to imply that the political science or economic literatures do not deal with these same issues.  Indeed they do.  The strength of the rural sociological and community development literatures, for this paper, however, stems from the fact that these are typically rooted in specific rural examples, or case studies, which are then tied into larger theoretical discussions.  Because this paper was premised on a comparative case study approach, as requested by the BC Forum on Forest Economics and Policy, to answer a specific question, the rural sociological and community development traditions of summarizing case studies to speak to larger issues provided the best fit.  

1.2 Organization of this Paper

The second section of this paper will detail three case studies collected over the course of this project that will serve as a base from which the remainder of the paper will draw upon.  The case studies have been chosen because they serve to summarize the larger literature review that has preceded this paper.  There are many other community histories that could have been included here, but it is believed that by limiting the number of detailed case studies, this paper remains a more practical tool for researchers, officials and citizens.  The Bibliography section includes references for many other case studies that may serve the needs of those searching for other rural histories, and other specific cases are referenced in less detail throughout the paper.  

It is important to note that the themes that will be discussed following the case studies arise not only from the case studies themselves, but also from a more extensive literature review of current thinking by social scientists studying rural communities.  This convergence of theory with real life priorities serves to strengthen the contention that these themes are integral to understanding and addressing the issues that currently face rural communities.   

Section 3 will deal with the socio-economic characteristics of extractive communities in order to highlight some of the issues these will have to confront in order to build for sustainability in a global economy.  Section 4 will discuss the idea and characteristics of sustainable communities to serve as a benchmark for rural communities searching for alternatives.  Section 5 will deal specifically with the issue of civil society and social capital in rural communities, and the integral role that local citizens must take in the re-visioning of their communities, and section 6 will deal with the structural supports that need to be considered if the work of local actors is to be effective.  

2 Case Studies

This section will detail three case studies of communities dealing with adversity.  The aim with these case studies is to provide a launch pad from which to discuss the dominant issues that confront rural communities in a globalized economy.

2.1 Vuohijärvi: A Finnish mill town

Vuohijärvi is a small one-mill community in southeastern Finland.  Its development has been primarily dictated by “changes in international plywood markets and the national plywood industry” (Kortelainen, 1998, p. 207).  Plywood has traditionally been a very important export for the Finnish, with Finland providing almost half of the exported plywood in the world during the 1950s.  The mill in Vuohijärvi was established in 1934 due to its proximity to a waterway and a railroad, which at the time were the primary transportation networks.  Timber could be floated to the mill from the eastern birch forests that served as the cornerstone of the plywood industry, and the plywood could be transported by train from the mill to the seaports for export.  The settlement of Vuohijärvi, which was previously an almost uninhabited place, grew as people migrated from surrounding regions to search for jobs at the mill.  The population grew from a couple of dozen people to approximately 1000 (Kortelainen, 1998).  

During the 1960s the plywood industry began to reach the age of maturity, and the growth in demand began to slow.  Competition intensified as less expensive plywood was being produced in lower-cost countries, and substitutes emerged on the market.  At this point, new technology was introduced into the plywood industry, mills were modernized and new plywood products were introduced in order to acquire new markets.  In Finland, the plywood industry was faced with a problem of having over-capitalized to the point where they had more capacity than birch.  In response, the industry began to close older, smaller mills.

The mill in Vuohijärvi faced closure due to a number of reasons.  First, when the founder of the original company died, the head office was moved to another city where the company owned another mill.  At this point, the head managers did not live in Vuohijärvi has they had done previously.  Further, the mill in Vuohijärvi was small and old, and not in a strong position to compete in the changed global market conditions.  To bring the Vuohijärvi mill up to date would have required extensive investment, and so at this time the general opinion was that it should be closed.

These plans were changed, however, as the Vuohijärvi mill was selected to launch a shift from plywood production to veneer production.  Vuohijärvi was chosen for this switch due to its local circumstances, such as its small work force, its smaller mill (relative to the company’s other mills) that was better fitted for veneer production, as well as Vuohijärvi’s proximity to fir, which would serve as the raw material.  Veneer production was launched in 1979 in Vuohijärvi and grew quickly, so that in the mid-1980s only 20% of the mill was still dedicated to plywood.  At this point, the mill was again profitable and new investments were made to modernize veneer production at the mill.  Simultaneously, furniture production was chosen as a secondary line of production, and so some former plywood workers, who were not needed in the smaller-scaled veneer production, were able to find employment in this sector.  Despite this secondary production system, 30% of the manufacturing jobs were lost in this restructuring period in the 1970s (Kortelainen, 1998).

While the restructuring of the 1970s was certainly a period of adversity, the true challenge came in 1986 when the parent corporation of the mill, Grahn Corporation, went bankrupt.  All employees were discharged, the mill was closed, and it appeared that the mill would permanently close.  At this point, local managers, and municipal and provincial authorities became active in an attempt to resurrect the mill.  

The first task was to maintain production.  Customers (parquet producers) were contacted and convinced that production would not cease and orders would be filled.  It was also necessary to convince liquidators and the financing banks that continuing production at the mill would be a profitable enterprise.  These first tasks successfully undertaken, most of the former workers were called back and the mill was re-opened one month after its closure.  

Another coup for the mill was the status of “Special Support Area” that was granted to Vuohijärvi a few months after the bankruptcy of Grahn.  This qualified the region for the highest level of regional policy benefits and grants.  At this time, two companies were established to continue the production at the mill.  Kortelainen explains how this resurrection was affected:

Four local managers and supervisors of the plywood mill and a provincial development company, Eficap, established Kalso-Teollisuus to restart veneer production.  The furniture production of the Grahn Corporation was taken over by Lepofinn, and the furniture department in Vuohijärvi became a branch plant. Kalso-Teollisuus was an independent firm and its head office was located in Vuohijärvi (1998, p. 212).

The continued production of furniture was the easiest to resurrect since it had been the most “flourishing and profitable” part of the Grahn Corporation (p. 212).  The resurrection of veneer production was more difficult to affect, however, but was aided by the fact that the Finnish plywood industry and its national association felt no sense of competition from it.  Vuohijärvi was fortunate to have already shifted its focus to veneer production, and Kortelainen states that it was undoubtedly this that allowed it to re-open when another mill town, Mikkeli (where the Grahn head office had been re-located), was unable to do so.  When Mikkeli was undergoing similar efforts as those in Vuohijärvi to resurrect their mill, they found no one willing to participate.  Instead, Mikkeli found that there was an industry-wide agreement that with the closing of the Mikkeli mill, which had been recently modernized and had an impressive capacity, the industry in Finland could reduce the capacity of the plywood industry.  The closing of the Mikkeli mill, then, served to aid other plywood producers, while the Vuohijärvi mill was deemed insignificant due to the fact that it was not in competition with any of the large forest companies.  

The diversification that had been realized by the local management of the Vuohijärvi mill during the 1970s had effectively moved it from the highly competitive industry of plywood production into the less competitive veneer market, which furthermore, better suited Vuohijärvi’s local conditions for raw materials, infrastructure and labour capital.  If the newly formed “Kaslo-Teollisuus had interfered with the large plywood producers, they would have forced the new company, which was still in its planning phase, to close, as happened at Mikkeli” (Kortelainen, 1998, p. 213).

Specifics of how Vuohijärvi managed to save its mill will be discussed in greater detail in the sections below.  To summarize, however, Kortelainen attributes the success of the Vuohijärvi initiative to its collaborative nature:

Although local actors could not stop the decline of the locality, they did have a major effect on its development.  Without their activities, the mill would most likely have been closed completely….None the less, during the restart process the fate of Vuohijärvi rested on the combination of the opportunities provided by the forestry companies and banks, the economic preconditions provided by public institutions, and the conscious actions of local actors (p. 220).

2.2 North Dakota’s Regional Development Funds

The “farm financial crisis” of the 1980s was a period of severe economic stress for the agricultural sector, and the Great Plains states of the United States bore dramatic testimony to the stresses that can be visited upon rural communities when their economic base is threatened.  The 1980s also saw falling world oil prices, which led to major reductions in oil exploration and extraction activities.  North Dakota experienced a severe economic downturn during this period since its economy is highly dependent on the energy industry and agriculture.  “During the period 1980-90, North Dakota recorded net outmigration of 11% of the state’s population,” it had a population decrease of 2.1% and it was ranked among the lowest five nationally in personal income growth for the period 1981-89” (Leistriz and Bangsund, 1998, p. 283). 

North Dakota policy makers sought ways to stimulate local and regional economies, and since their general economic decline “was reflected in reduced state tax revenues” they sought economic development solutions that would encourage “communities to help themselves through mobilizing local resources” (p. 283).  In 1987, the state legislature enacted legislation that would enable certain rural municipalities to “levy local option sales taxes, up to a maximum of 1%, for the purposes of economic development, infrastructure improvements, property tax relief, and other community uses” (p. 283).  Community responses differed markedly across the state as some communities had limited retail trade sectors and hence low levels of retail sales, while others had larger retail sectors, and hence large tax collections.  And, while some used all or most of the their tax collections for property tax relief or other specific infrastructure projects, others decided to use the sales tax revenues to create economic development funds.  Leistriz and Bangsund (1998) focus their research on the impact that these regional economic development funds have had on participating communities and regions.

The idea behind the regional development funds was to provide financial assistance to “new, expanding, or relocating businesses” through the use of local resources as opposed to state resources (p. 284).  These funds were often utilized at county-wide and/or a multi-county regional level, meaning that these funds became an interesting example of multi-community collaboration to achieve economic development goals (p. 284).  

To reiterate, the funds had been established to assist in the start-up of new business, or the expansion or relocation of existing business, in the hopes of helping to solidify these businesses as viable entities in the region.  The funds focused their energy on primary sector (basic sector) activities, “such as manufacturing and exportable services” (p. 286).  The funds utilized a variety of financial tools such as grants, loans, equity investments, and interest buy downs.  The regional development funds were seldom the only entity in financing these businesses, but rather they leveraged their resources with “private lending agencies, state entities, or other regional funds” (p. 286).  In effect, the funds frequently functioned as the equity provider, or as a means for gap financing, something that is “often critical to the success of new business ventures” (p. 286). 

All seven of the funds assisted businesses that were located outside of the city whose local option sales tax provided the regional development fund’s resources, and only one failed to provide funding to a business located outside of the county.  In explaining their rationale for supporting rural businesses, or those businesses that were located outside of the trade centre’s city, administrators indicated that residents in the outlying areas “had helped provide the fund’s resource base, through their retail purchases in the trade center; and, economic growth in outlying communities should enhance the trade center’s long term viability” (p. 289).   

However, there was good deal of variability in what proportion of the funds’ resources were allocated to outlying businesses, with as little as 10.8% of the fund, to as much as 56.4% of the fund, going to these businesses (p. 289).  The authors found that the most important factor to determining whether businesses outside of the centre received funding was the philosophy of each “community’s leadership, as reflected by the fund administrator and board” (p. 290).  Some communities viewed these funds as a means to regional development, while others viewed them more as means towards community development. 

Leistriz and Bangsund conducted interviews with administrators of seven of these regional economic development funds to gain information about the funds’ operations, “including numbers and types of businesses assisted, location (county and town) of assisted businesses, amount and type (e.g., loan, grant, interest buy down) of assistance provided, number of jobs created or retained by the business, year the funding was approved, and current status of the business (e.g., operating, closed, moved)” (p. 284).  

The authors found that from 1988-1995, these regional economic development funds were integral in supporting approximately 4500 jobs, through business creation, expansion or retention.  The funds’ resource outlay per job averaged at $4900 per job, although this varied substantially between each fund, ranging from $2173 to $7548 per job (p. 291).  It should be noted, however, that these outlays per job are not equivalent to cost per job since the “funds’ resources were often highly leveraged with resources from other entities” (p. 291).  Only one of the seven funds provided quantitative information on the amount of leverage generated through other entities.  The Minot fund found that for every dollar they contributed another $7.80 was included from other sources.   

The authors found the use of these regional economic development funds to be a successful strategy for economic development in these areas, as seen in the funds’ ability to support the creation and retention of jobs.  Of the 244 businesses that were assisted by these funds, 28 (11.5%) closed by the time of the study, and these accounted for only 4.3% of total funds committed (p. 294-295).  While other funding sources did contribute significantly to the businesses, many business entrepreneurs were candid about the fact that they probably would not have started their business had it not been for the availability of the regional funds.  Strong local support is another marker of the funds’ success as several of the local option sales taxes have come up for re-approval and have passed by large margins.  

The authors were also strongly supportive of the degree of multi-community cooperation that has been achieved in the deployment of these funds.  Leistriz and Bangsund contend that “the diminishing federal role in the economic development process has provided an added stimulus for state and local government involvement,” and that multi-community regional development initiatives, such as this one, could provide an effective mechanism to stimulate economic revitalization (p. 296). 

2.3 The Great Flood of 1993

The Midwestern Great Flood of 1993 was a natural disaster that submerged over 17 000 square miles of land and ultimately cost approximately $12 billion worth of damage (Sundet and Mermelstein, 1996).  This “500 year flood” was not just a one-time calamity, but also a devastating continuation of “a decade-long, cumulative, economic and social challenge to durability” (p. 58). 

The restructuring of the rural economy, spawned initially by the farm crisis, had taxed the core of community vitality.  Institutions, citizen leadership and the corporate will to survive had been severely tested and eroded by successive waves of economic pressure (Sundet and Mermelstein, 1996, p. 58).

Despite the depressed state of the regional economy, however, and the fatigued social networks, the authors highlight that while some communities had already failed or perished under the burden of the pressures, others had not only survived, but had managed to flourish.  Their research of the Great Flood was an attempt to further explore why rural communities respond so differently to these external perturbations.  

Of the 75 communities in the nine Midwestern states that were substantially affected by the Great Flood, the authors chose eight for their study.  The populations of these eight communities varied from 500-1200 people.  The research was premised on a number of hypotheses.  First, based on a well-established literature on crisis theory, researchers expected that as with individuals, communities would perceive the hazardous event as either a threat, loss or a challenge, and that dependant on how the event was perceived, the actions taken to respond to the event would be significantly different (Sundet and Mermelstein, 1996, p. 59).  

The authors used certain community characteristics such as demography, ecology, history and culture to measure community response to the flood.  The authors hypothesized that community size, educational attainment of the populace, age/distribution, community longevity, housing ownership, family income and the poverty rate would all hold particular relevance as demographic predictors of community response.  In terms of history, the researchers explored the communities’ histories of “intergovernmental relations, internal strife, coping methods in previous disasters, common heritage, the age of the community and the prior record of horizontal integration” of communities’ systems (p. 59).  In terms of culture, the researchers explored community traditions, individual/group value orientation, common mores, homogeneity of values, ethnocentrism, permeability of the community boundaries, and the survival skill level of the populace.  Ecology, for the researchers, referred to the transportation systems, communication mechanisms, how the land had been utilized, general topography of the land, and proximity to external resources. 

Among the demographic variables, the authors found that only the poverty rate appeared to have strong association with the towns’ survival.  Those communities that had a high poverty rate were composed of residents who lacked sufficient funds to relocate, and who were therefore “place bound”.  This lack of options meant that residents had no choice but to remain and rebuild their community.  In terms of history, governmental relations, presence of pre-existing internal strife and horizontal integration of community subsystems all contributed to the towns’ survival.  Ecological factors predictive of disaster outcome were communication capacity, topography of the land, and proximity to external resources.  

Communication skills, honed through pre-disaster, intra-community cooperative ventures and economic imperatives such as tourist advertising, were invaluable aids in survival (Sundet and Mermelstein, 1996, p. 63).

Government was found to be an important predictor of community survival in the face of disaster.  The authors contend that a significant challenge in regard to government is the tendency to centralize community functions at higher levels of government (county, state and federal).  In these instances of governmental centralization, the authors found the local community government to be weaker, thereby subjecting these communities to higher risk in times of emergency.  

Relief flows from federal and state to local governments. Applications for community disaster relief had to be made by local officials—most of whom, in rural areas, never anticipated such responsibility. Where city councils or Boards of Trustees were dominated by the affluent majority, the minority population was virtually ignored in disaster recovery and left to the ministrations of outsiders (p. 65).

The authors did find, however, that local leadership could be a major factor in a community’s survival.  Instances of town officials overcoming their own sense of loss and emotional stress, for the needs of the community, were crucial steps towards survival.  In cases where local officials worked tirelessly to “learn and respond in the midst of crisis,” the communities were successful.  Contrary to expectations, a vibrant economy was not a predictor of community survival.

2.4 Summary

These three case studies highlight a number of issues that recur in the rural development literature, and which will be elaborated upon in the sections below.

The example of Vuohijärvi, the Finnish mill town, speaks to the importance of having committed local actors; locating niche markets; fostering collaboration between local and external actors; developing secondary production systems; and, utilizing local natural and human resources optimally.  

The case of North Dakota and the regional economic development funds highlights how effective policy can encourage local sustainability through local means.  Effective government policy can be seen in the government’s creation of the legislation that allowed the local option sales tax, but also in the existence of the other government funding strategies that were used as leverage against the regional funds.  Further, the role of community-oriented funding institutions is shown to be a key component of successful rural development. The multi-community and regional approach that characterized the dispersal of these funds also raises an important issue.

The Midwestern states affected by the Great Flood of 1993 also underline the significance of regional networks.  Communities that had working experience with neighbouring communities, in this instance often for regional tourism initiatives, were better able to respond in the face of adversity, and they were better able to rebuild after the devastating event.  This ability stemmed from the communication links and abilities gleaned through past regional initiatives, but also from the fact that communities with a history of networking with other communities have more access to information and expertise that can help them plan and act for their own well-being.  Further, the research approach used by Sundet and Mermelstein (1996) in studying these communities devastated by natural disaster provides a replicable example that could be utilized in the BC context.

The histories of the communities explored in this section are only a brief sampling of the many histories that exist of community response and adaptation in the face of adversity.  The following sections of this paper will explore in greater detail some of the issues that have been raised here, and tie these into the larger pool of knowledge that has been accumulated by social scientists studying rural communities.

3 Current Realities

Understanding how the region has fared in the past—in particular the reasons for its decline—is essential to understanding how it can now find the road to growth (McMahon, 2000, p. 9)

This section will introduce some intrinsic characteristics of resource dependent, or extractive, communities as a means to highlight key issues that would need to be addressed if these communities hope to evolve into more sustainable entities.  This is not to imply that communities involved in resource extraction are by default unsustainable, or that they can not be sustainable, but is meant to highlight those characteristics of extractive communities that do confound sustainability.  

All of the case studies and literature on rural communities that were explored for this project in some way speak to the importance of the following issues.  The consensus seems to be that while extractive industries will certainly be an integral component of rural communities well into the future, these communities will have to find ways to move beyond simply being ‘extractive communities’ if they hope to develop into more sustainable entities.  A first step to planning for sustainable community development is to understand what has characterized extractive communities up to this point.

3.1 Extractive Communities

England and Brown (2003) consider those communities that are dependent or characterized by “the removal of raw materials from nature” as extractive communities (p. 318).  While England and Brown exclude agriculture from their list of extractive industries, other authors do consider agriculture as an extractive industry (Falk et al., 2003; Parkins et al., 2003).  England and Brown (2003) note five features that they contend are universal to all extractive communities.  These will be summarized to highlight the current predicament of extractive communities, and this will then be compared to where social scientists contend these communities would need to go in order to establish them as more sustainable entities.

3.1.1 Embedded Activities

England and Brown contend that extractive activities are embedded in national and global systems, and that the nature of these extractive activities differs from other types of activities (2003, p. 319).  The authors are commenting specifically on the non-local capital investment that is necessary for extractive enterprises.  According to England and Brown “extractive enterprises are owned by entities whose management, manufacture, and markets are far removed from the location of the raw materials” (2003, p. 319).  The authors summarize how they see this relationship as affecting extractive communities:

Terms like “colony,” “empire,” and “dependency” are often used to describe the relationship between local extractive communities and national and international entities because economic and political embeddedness undermine local control.  This theoretical argument is supported empirically (see Humphrey et al., 1993): extractive communities, because they are often dependent on a single raw material owned by interests distant from the location of the resource, have little control over their own destinies and remain relatively poor and powerless.  At the same time, other regions become enriched, expanding their power and influence (England and Brown, 2003, p. 320).  

3.1.2 Exploitation

England and Brown contend that exploitation is a standard characteristic of extractive communities.  The exploitative nature of the relationship, according to these authors, stems from the fact that the “raw materials, the tools to extract them, and the tools to process them” are owned by entities far removed from the location where the material is extracted (2003, p. 321).  Further, “the owners often have little commitment to the area where the raw materials are located” and “answer to stockholders and interests that typically have little to do with the locale where extraction occurs” (2003, p. 321).  These authors contend that in this sort of relationship, communities and entire regions are subject to exploitation as profits are expatriated to distant centres, leaving “low incomes, high unemployment, and polluted environments” (p. 321).

Latimer and Mencken (2003) provide a good review of the extensive literature that has focused on this feature of extractive communities in the United States, citing studies that highlight higher levels of poverty, greater racial and gender inequality, and higher levels of under- and unemployment in extractive communities.  Speaking from the Canadian context, Stedman et al. state that forest dependent communities are characterized by “low educational attainment, high rates of family poverty and unemployment, and slightly lower family incomes,” although they warn that there exists great diversity within and between forest sub-sectors, a topic which will be discussed below (2004, p. 226).  MacKendrick and Parkins (2004) also touch on these issues of racial discrimination, and increasing rates of low income and unemployment in the Morice and Lakes region of BC.    

3.1.3 Phases of Extraction

This exploitation is exacerbated by the third characteristic of extractive communities as explicated by England and Brown, namely the sequential phasing of the extractive process.  The authors contend that extraction tends to occur through three phases: the foundational, operational and depletion phases.  The foundational phase refers to the early days of extraction when large numbers of workers are brought into the community for construction and preparatory work.  Many of these workers will only remain in the area during this period of construction.  During this phase “schools, stores, and other services are needed to accommodate the influx of workers to the site, and as a result a secondary construction industry emerges” (p. 322).  Halseth and Sullivan (2003) provide a detailed analysis of this phase from BC and Canadian perspectives.  

The interim phase is one of normal operation where the industry and the workers that service the industry come to characterize the community.  The final stage is one of depletion where either the raw materials themselves are depleted or they are no longer found in a quantity and/or quality that “can support the extraction effort” (p. 323).  Depletion can also result from influences such as natural or economic disturbance, or from influences not necessarily accounted for in the planning process.

Kortelainen, in discussing the fate of the plywood mill town of Vuohijärvi, summarizes these two first phases succinctly: “Firms sought the most profitable locations for their industrial plants, and the communities around them grew and flourished for decades” (1998, p. 205).  And, the final phase: 

The growth of the markets of many traditional industrial products has slowed and international competition has intensified. Numerous flourishing manufacturing and resource communities have lost their status in the production system because they are now less attractive locations from the point of view of enterprises (1998, p. 205).

England and Brown note that while some communities simply close with the departure of their primary employer, others continue.  They state that the communities that continue are most often characterized by an out-migration of younger workers, while the older workers remain, and “either retire, live on unemployment, or rely on the informal economy” (p. 323).  The authors also state that closure often leave problems at the extraction site that can be difficult to have cleaned up or removed due to costs.  They cite this as another instance of how these communities may find themselves at the mercy of outside entities even after the extraction processes have ceased.  

3.1.4 Boom and Busts

The fourth characteristic of extraction communities according to England and Brown is their susceptibility to economic and population booms and busts.  The authors claim, “because they occupy the bottom of the economic food chain, fluctuations in the economy are amplified for extractive industries” (p. 323).  While early work in boom and bust economies had claimed that “booms” were a highly disruptive phase to local communities, England and Brown note that more recent research has shown that this is not entirely true: “Some aspects of the community improve, others are unaffected, and still others decline.  It has also been noted that the communities adapt and re-establish themselves following the boom” (p. 323-324).  The authors further note that boom periods occur several times during the operational phase, and that communities and residents develop mechanisms to cope with and anticipate these periods.  

3.1.5 Place Attachment

The final characteristic that England and Brown attribute to extractive communities has to do with place attachment.  They argue that despite the volatility and challenges faced by extractive communities, and the often purely economic and rationalistic motives that inspire their creation, “residents demonstrate a clear pattern of attachment to these places” (p. 324).  The authors contend that the work, pride and commitment that residents have put into their communities, such as building churches and civic centres, and establishing sporting clubs to compete with other towns, contribute to the emotional attachment that residents come to feel toward their home.  The authors cite examples of mining towns where miners bought the homes they had been living in when entire towns were put up for sale.  Some communities even go further to maintain their sense of place:

In Castle Gate, Utah, when the company town was to be destroyed to make room for expanded coal mining, the residents negotiated with the company to buy their company-owned homes and move them to a nearby town. There, they set up a subdivision called Castle Gate…and attempted to reproduce their former community (p. 324).

Halseth and Sullivan (2003) provide an excellent case study of how extractive communities in BC have evolved from being simply places of resource extraction into places of meaning to which locals often become highly committed and dedicated.  Also from a Canadian perspective, Stedman (1999) and Beckley (2002) deal with this issue of sense of place in extractive communities and how this often leads to a relationship between residents and their place that becomes more complex than accounted for in economic modelling.

3.1.6 Diversity within Depletion

England and Brown acknowledge that there exists a significant amount of diversity within these five features of extraction.  For example, the authors state:

1) the technologies and structure used for specific extraction industries have important consequences for the environment, community and region;

2) the region in which extraction takes place is significant (i.e., Appalachia has regional features of extraction that differ from the Intermountain West); and,

3) although most extraction is characterized by long-distance ownership, certain extraction industries, such as forestry and coal mining, can include small-scale, locally-owned operations (p. 325).

In speaking of diversity, however, the authors write primarily of the diversity in response to depletion, which they contend “hangs as a dark spectre over almost all extractive endeavors” (p. 325).  According to the authors, the typical response is that industry or regions attempt to “change technologies or develop new ones to allow for the extraction of less accessible or less pure raw materials” (p. 325).  In the oil industry, new methods of mining might be employed for freeing more raw material.  In forestry, companies may switch to previously less valuable species of trees (such as aspen when pine forests are no longer available); they may attempt to develop faster growing varieties of trees; and/or they may create alternative forest industries.

Further, even if industries fail to avoid depletion, the authors state that many regions and communities find ways to survive by using their very history of extraction and depletion as a local resource.  They cite locations such Park City, Utah and Aspen, Colorado as examples of communities that have capitalized on their mining remnants and history “as a way of creating a commodified atmosphere to attract a specific high-end clientele” (p. 325).  While these are examples of towns that have become prosperous due to the successful development of an amenity-based tourism industry and high-end second home development projects, the authors warn that local residents have typically remained in positions of powerlessness in these towns since large-scale developments have been controlled by outside interests.  The second home development projects have created a housing market far beyond the means of long-time residents, and raised the cost of living to prohibitive levels.  As a result, most locals now live outside of town and commute to work in Park City or Aspen.  Further, tourism represents a market that is also driven by external demand, and as such can result in the boom/bust syndrome.  

Another adjustment strategy that the authors cite as a community response to depletion is that of local initiatives to exert local control through zoning and land use planning in the face of high-end developments.  These sorts of communities work hard to resist becoming another Park City or Aspen, while at the same time fighting to keep their communities alive.  These communities present themselves as old-mining towns by preserving certain aspects of their traditional lifestyle, but they also market their opportunities for skiing, mountain biking and carefully restricted second-home developments (p. 326).  These communities “fight external control and seek to preserve the community for the ‘locals’” (p. 326).  They cite Crested Butte, Colorado as an example of this sort of town that has worked hard to avoid the large-scale developments of Aspen, as well as future mineral extraction, that they believe would dramatically alter the town’s current ambiance and environment.

They cite Leadville, Colorado as a third example of dealing with depletion.  In Leadville, the community has strived to retain its local flavour in a genuine way, by promoting tourism and recreation without new developments at all.  While the town has been through multiple phases of extraction, first in silver than in molybdenum (among others), they now work to promote tourist activities that capture the danger and adventure of their mining past.  They now host a one-hundred-mile ultra marathon, the world’s most demanding one-hundred-mile mountain bike race, and “boom days” that pit 40 teams of people and burros racing between 40 to 100 miles while utilizing skills that would have been employed during the silver mining days.  

Finally, the authors note that other towns, such as Clear Creek, Utah, have persisted without attracting any such schemes.  The town was once home to over 1000 people, but after the mines closed only some people remained.  Residents of Clear Creek show a very strong attachment to their community, some people commuting over 100 miles each way to work in order to remain in their town.  Others who did move away still maintain their “retirement homes” in the town, which they still call “home”.  Residents are staunchly opposed to outsiders and outside development.  For these residents, “the land is theirs, no matter who owns it, and they defend it with a mine-town vigor, including violence if necessary” (p. 326).

3.1.7 Diversity between Extractive Communities

Recent research from the Canadian context serves to challenge and add detail to the universality of argumentation like that found in England and Brown.  Parkins et al. (2003) compared the forest sector in New Brunswick and British Columbia and found that “forest dependence and well-being are unique in both provinces” (p. 555).  The authors stress that there exists a great deal of variation between extractive communities based on type of extractive industry; history of the region where extraction occurs; population and settlement patterns; economic structure; culture; rates of unionization; and, topography, geography and size of the region, among a number of other considerations.

Stedman et al. (2004) argue that it “appears to be a mistake to think that ‘resource-dependence’ has a ‘typical’ effect on community well-being” due to the variation between industries that can be measured by using indicators of well-being (p.225).  These authors found that while fishing was found to be associated with higher rates of poverty and unemployment when compared to other nonmetropolitan communities, mining shows no significant difference (p. 225-226).  According to the authors, energy-related resource dependent communities show the most positive effects on well-being, while forestry is generally associated with negative outcomes such as “low educational attainment, high rates of family poverty and unemployment, and slightly lower median family incomes” (p. 226).  As mentioned above, however, Parkins et al. (2003) stress that these findings vary depending on region.  For example, they found that forestry in BC is positively associated with well-being, while in New Brunswick this varies by forest sub-sectors.  This serves as a reminder that extractive communities are complex and not easily treated as one homogenous entity.  The complexities inherent in these communities, however, go beyond the scope of this paper.  It is likely fair to say that the characteristics espoused by England and Brown are present in all extractive communities, but the extent and specifics will vary across and within industries and regions.     

England and Brown maintain that although the numbers of people employed in extractive industries continues to decline, these industries will undoubtedly remain an important presence in rural communities.  And, while extractive industries continue to exercise considerable control over the communities where they are located, they note that there are “clear indications that a movement is underway” by these communities to gain greater control (p. 328).  Communities are beginning to form coalitions between groups long considered enemies, and they are beginning to access the tools of federal regulation and land use, which until recently have also been seen as the enemy, in order to pursue local interests: “Increasingly, they use agency planning and hearing requirements to assure that their voice is heard” (p. 328).

3.2 Fluctuations in Population

Issues of population and migration are an integral component to discussions of extractive and rural communities.  Byron and Jenkins (2004) maintain that the departure of youth from marginalized rural regions in Norway is perhaps the greatest single issue facing these areas.  They argue that the loss of youth will only serve to exacerbate the hardships faced by these communities as they struggle to plan for their futures.  Further, they contend that this is an issue that no one seems willing to address directly because the issue is more complicated than something that can be dealt with through policy or community interventions.  Despite the complexity of the issue, however, the authors contend that it is an issue that must be acknowledged when considering rural development strategies.

The authors suggest that any realistic policy aimed at alleviating marginalization in the rural areas of Norway needs to accept that about half of an area’s youth will leave regardless of whether or not there are jobs and housing for them.  And, for those who do return in a later stage of life, these typically “do not return to their actual point of origin but to a more-or-less nearby regional centre where better jobs and more public and private services are available” (Byron and Jenkins, 2004, p. 225).  

Byron and Jenkins claim that accepting these facts leads to two realizations.  First, rural young people need access to “skills that will equip them to succeed and prosper not just within the regional economy…but also to compete on favourable terms with other well-educated young people in the wider metropolitan world beyond” (2004, p. 225).  According to the authors, failing to provide higher education to rural youth will subject them to lifetimes of limited choices or low-wage employment, and “will close the door on the possibility that some might return with higher-order skills and income-generating capacities of value to the locality” (p. 225).  Second, the authors contend that with the outflow of the region’s youth, rural communities will need to find new settlers to replace the young people who leave and do not return.

Lasley and Hanson (2003), writing of the United States, contend that people are being forced out of rural places due to a lack of jobs, but also due to a lack of opportunities for self-improvement:

In some states, the continued out-migration of the best and brightest young people, often referred to as the “brain drain,” has resulted in shortages in certain professional occupations such as physicians, nurses, teachers, clergy, and others. Some states have offered tuition loan forgiveness and other options to students willing to serve in underserved communities. It would seem reasonable that other such incentive programs to retain young people in professions and careers in their home states should be considered (p. 35).

Johnson (2003), another researcher from the United States, concurs that “understanding the redistribution trends that have swept” rural America is a crucial step to dealing with the challenges they face (p. 19).  The 1990s in the United States, however, saw a significant migration from metropolitan to nonmetropolitan areas, “more similar to the 1970s than any other recent decade” (Johnson, 2003, p. 20).  Further, unlike other decades, migration to nonmetropolitan areas has been by those under the age of 65.  This finding could potentially have important implications for policy.  Johnson stresses the need to further investigate migration patterns as the capacity of the United States to naturally increase its population has diminished, thus leaving migration patterns as the integral consideration to many policy debates.

According to Statistics Canada, migration patterns there have been similar to those seen in the United States.  In Canada, rural areas and small towns are losing youth (20-24) but gaining migrants from 25-69 years old, based on the 1996 and 2001 censuses.  At a provincial level, only British Columbia, Alberta and Ontario have a net in-migration to rural and small town areas (Rothwell et al., 2002).  

It would seem, then, that the rural areas in Canada and the United States are more likely to find new settlers than those in Norway.  However, some of the issues remain the same.  As Johnson states:

Many nonmetropolitan areas need and welcome additional population. But rural residents are concerned about how the influx of people and businesses might influence the area. Will the newcomers alter the style and pace of life that originally made these areas appealing (2003, p. 31)?

Some of these issues and concerns mirror those of residents in areas such as Missoula, Montana, and other rural areas in rural Utah and Colorado that have been attractive areas for the metropolitan market.  However, even towns that are not as topographically or environmentally alluring as these have had to confront similar issues when dealing with economic restructuring and the influx of new employers and residents that this can bring (Byron and Jenkins, 2004; Henry et al., 2003; Goa et al., 2003; Krannich and Petrzelka, 2003; Panelli, 2001; Sofranky and Samy, 2003).

While a return to rural areas could bode well for rural development efforts, the loss of youth will continue to be an issue, as will the consequences of metropolitan families relocating to areas that may be set in their traditional ways.  These issues will certainly need to be acknowledged by those hoping to revitalize their communities.

3.3 Summary

England and Brown contend that communities that are dependent on extractive industry are subject to national and international markets, and exploitation.  Generally, the exploitation stems from the expatriation of profits, and the lack of control and input into decisions affecting their lives.  They state that extractive communities are subject to well-defined stages of development, and that they are subject to a boom and bust syndrome.  The authors also contend that despite the economic considerations that guide the creation and closure of many extractive industries, the communities that arise to fuel these industries develop a strong sense of place that roots them to their homes long after the economic viability of them seem uncertain.  Further, with the out-migration of youth from rural areas, and the varying possibility of in-migration from urban areas, population and migration remain important areas of discussion in rural development programs.   

The next section will discuss the idea of sustainable communities; characterize how these differ from extractive communities; and provide some insight into what steps would need to be taken in order to move from the latter to the former.   

4 Opportunities for Change

4.1 Sustainable Communities

Many local workers have begun to recognize that severe setbacks or even collapse of their local economy is strongly related to environmental problems—either to depletion of local resources (such as timber, fish, or minerals) or to severe pollution and degradation of the local ecosystem. Local economic collapse frequently is related strongly to changing circumstances in the turbulent global economy. Many communities have rallied creatively in response to the departure of major corporate employers that have either gone out of business or have relocated their corporate resources elsewhere. Luring a large corporation to offer new jobs is simply not a realistic option for many communities. In some cases, because of consciousness-raising education and a change of values, members of the community agree that this traditional strategy is no longer a desirable route to economic well-being (Hoff, 1998, p. 1)

As an alternative to the traditional strategy alluded to in the above citation, Sargent et al. (1991) suggest that successful economic development strategies must facilitate local human development; expand local control of resources; increase internal investment capacity; and change economic and social structures to increase opportunity and reduce dependency (cited in Segedy and Lyons, 1997, p. 338).  These characteristics are at the core of the sustainable development literature.

4.1.1 Civil Commons

Sumner (2005) argues that the individual and community well-being that has been neglected by policies premised solely on economic considerations can be improved by searching for a more sustainable framework for community development.  For Sumner, the means to reaching sustainability must be found through what she calls the civil commons.  By this, Sumner is referring to a cooperative human enterprise for enabling community access for all members of the community to important life goods, such as nutritious food, clean water, adequate housing, education, health care, open spaces, and a safe workplace.  Sumner cites among other examples universal health care, parks and sidewalks as manifestations of the civil commons.

It is Sumner’s opinion that examples of the civil commons are also widespread in rural communities in the form of “rural schools and post offices, farmers’ cooperatives, marketing boards, and barn raisings,” but she feels these have remained undervalued in terms of their capacity for providing for healthy, strong communities (Sumner, 2005, p. 12).  She contends that by undervaluing these human connections we have allowed large corporations to take control of these traditional areas of rural community, so that these same services are increasingly being sold back to communities at a profit for transnationals when in the past they served as a cornerstone of rural prosperity.  For Sumner, then, sustainable rural development will be premised on the development of the civil commons and not on the development of business in the purely economic sense.  She sees this sustainable development through civil commons as arising in specific towns and regions, but insists that these must become globalized if they are to become effective.

Sumner argues that the corporate model of globalization has worked diligently to encourage communities to believe in their model of globalization, and in doing so, to turn their back on the civil commons and trust instead that all future well-being can be accessed through the global market.  Sumner believes, however, that “the global market is simply incapable of protecting and enabling universal access to life goods” (p. 128).  She contends that it is precisely due to the global market’s inability to meet these universal needs that “the civil commons is so important to the well-being of individuals and communities” (p. 128).  Further, she contends that this civil commons need not, and indeed should not, remain local:

A new understanding of sustainability can start within rural communities themselves, evolving through local initiatives towards the wider world. Working from the heritage of the already-existing civil commons, community members can use structures and engage in processes that build the civil commons locally as well as nationally and globally (Sumner, 2005, p. 128).

This idea of a sustainable model of globalization is an idea that Sumner defends by stating that the success of corporate globalization has been the result of concerted effort on behalf of corporations, and is not a reflection of any natural order of things.  Sumner argues that corporate globalization has no more right to succeed than a “sustainable globalization,” the greatest difference between the two being that the former has been planned and pursued in “corporate boardrooms, government departments, municipal meetings, and university administration offices” as a matter of policy, and as a goal to be striven for (p. 126), while the latter has remained undervalued:  

The capitalist class expends much time, energy and resources to make it happen, and to ensure that [corporate globalization] keeps on happening (Sklair quoted in Sumner, 2005, p. 126).

Sumner contends, then, that since corporate globalization is a decision, sustainable globalization can be as well.  It is Sumner’s opinion that this social movement that has been realized on behalf of corporate interests can also be affected on behalf of community and societal interests, although the challenge will be greater due to the fact that the financial capacity and power connections held by the captains of industry are not accessible to the civil commons.   

4.1.2 Local Relevance and Regional Cooperation

Along this same line of local empowerment and multi-community networking, Segedy and Lyons argue that if a community is to become sustainable, it must find a way to build on its “unique character and resources and develop its economy around their preservation and enhancement” (1997, p. 327).  The authors acknowledge, however, that this is not always easy:

Despite the need for rural communities to maintain their individual character and economic self-reliance, the fact remains that many are isolated, to their detriment. Because of their remoteness from regional urban centers, their access to information, technological assistance, business support services, and sufficient economies of scale remains impaired. Nor do they enjoy the diverse interactions that typically spawn innovation (p. 327).

Likewise, Falk et al. (2003) acknowledge that without viable opportunities for “work,” these communities face enormous pressures.  Falk et al. contend that the well-being of these communities is invariably bound to the strength of their local labour markets and “industrial and occupational composition” (2003, p. 419).  Further, the authors doubt that the persistent and disproportionate rates of poverty that are common in rural America will change any time soon, as the global economy accelerates its globalization based on free market politics and policies.  

Residents of remote rural places, bypassed by economic development, struggle to provide livelihoods for themselves and their families. They often rely on forms of public assistance, transfers, and a mix of formal and informal practices, few of which—individually or collectively—provide an adequate living (Falk et al., 2003, p. 420).

Segedy and Lyons (1997) further state that since rural economies are normally dominated by a single industry, economic diversification, which could lead to a more sustainable region, becomes more difficult.  They continue:

On one hand, they must achieve economic sustainability if they are to survive. On the other, they are part of a larger regional economy upon which they are dependent (1997, p. 328).

It would seem, then, that in the face of such adversity, Sumner’s idea of a civil commons would remain unlikely.  However, Segedy and Lyon also suggest—in a similar vein as Sumner—that a viable solution may be found in the concept of networks or multi-community collaborations.  This is a contention that was also evidenced in each of the three case studies discussed earlier in this paper.  It might be through these networks, then, that communities find a means for overcoming some of these rural obstacles to sustainable development.

Segedy and Lyon contend that the traditional perspective of regional economies is that these consist of a hierarchy of places, “each with its own market area nested within the market area of a still larger community” (p. 328).  Seen from this perspective, the smaller communities within the hierarchy are always dependent on the larger market for those goods and services they cannot support themselves.  Segedy and Lyons contend, however, that to view this relationship in reverse can be productive.  “If the smaller market center has a good or service that is unique to that community and cannot be produced with the same quality and at the same price in the larger market center (e.g., Amish-made furniture produced in rural Pennsylvania), then the smaller community becomes the dominant market center in that region for the good or service” (p. 328).  

Segedy and Lyons argue that building blocks for sustainable economic development consist of the natural, human and cultural resources found in the community or region (akin to Sumner’s civil commons).  Segedy and Lyons note that when various market centres have something of value to offer one another, possibilities for networking exist.  The authors contend that it is crucial that these separate market centres work to build strong regional networks.  According to the authors:

The end result is a healthier regional economy in which each component market center is taking advantage of its unique strength. For small rural communities, this ends the disadvantages caused by their isolation while allowing them to thrive in a manner that can be both economically and environmentally sustainable (Segedy and Lyons, 1997, p. 328).

Segedy and Lyons offer as an example the case of the Sustainable Urban/Rural Enterprise partnership that was initiated in Richmond, Indiana in conjunction with surrounding Wayne County, which together constitutes a community of approximately 40 000 people.  The plan has managed to renew public involvement and civic leadership, which the authors contend is an important step on the way to sustainable development.  The five critical themes of the plan are:

1) A regionalization of vision, acknowledging Richmond as the economic, political and figurative heart of a county of small towns, and as the primary link to the metropolitan areas of Indianapolis, Dayton and Cincinnati;

2) A sincere respect and concern for the unique physical environment offered by the natural setting, especially the White Water River Gorge, and the built infrastructure of the cities;

3) The importance of quality of life issues, such as economic and cultural diversity, enhancement of skills for workers, and a concern for the state of the cityscape;

4) Utilization and support for state-of-the-art technology in communication, information management and infrastructure distribution systems (such as waste management, transit, computer/data resources, etc.); and

5) Diversity of all community functions, including industry, arts, housing, central business district and transportation systems (Segedy and Lyons, 1997, p. 330-331).

4.1.3 Competing for External Industry

As seen in one of the case studies discussed earlier in this paper, fund administrators of the regional economic development funds in North Dakota were cognizant that the economic well-being of their town/city was dependent on the health of the rural businesses and farmers that were situated in the surrounding counties.  This is another example of multi-community networking, or a more regional approach to development.  Communities desperate for investment, however, and functioning under the more common strategy of luring large corporations to their communities in order to create jobs, have become increasingly competitive with other communities, not cooperative.  Green (1997) discusses this growing “arms race” for jobs that is occurring in hopes of attracting industry: 

What is distinct about the current period of restructuring is that communities are becoming similar to commodities. Firms now play one community off another in an attempt to obtain the most attractive deal (p. 177).

In the rush to secure jobs at any cost so as not to lose them to other desperate communities, local residents and governments seem willing to sacrifice on many fronts:

When GM announced…that is was looking for a Saturn site, a bidding war broke out among thirty-eight states. More than 1000 communities sought to be home for America’s largest industrial investment. Twenty-six governors…made the pilgrimage to Detroit, bearing gifts of tax breaks, land deals, new public facilities, and work-training grants (Garber, 1990, p. 177).

And,

With the enticement of 6000 manufacturing jobs and the fear of bungling their opportunity, the state, the county, and the workers were all willing to accept GM demands that they might otherwise have opposed (Garber, 1990, p. 176).

In competition with large urban centres such as Chicago and Detroit, the winner for the Saturn plant ended up being Spring Hill, Tennessee (population 1275).  And, once the deals had been cut, GM announced that it had made a miscalculation and that they would invest $1.75 billion instead of $3.5 billion, and only 3000 jobs would be created instead of 6000 (Garber, 1990, p. 176).  Further, despite the hopes of local residents and governments, “jobs for locals, a better tax base, community improvement, and an era of progress for residents…have not materialized” (p. 185).

Many proponents of a sustainable approach to community development, therefore, cite the need for regional cooperation as opposed to competition, and a move away from the belief in the quick fix of simply finding another large industry to fill the gap that a previous one has left.  

Nozick (1999) contends, however, that a community needs to foster sustainable development at home before it is ready to network with others.  For Nozick, the five themes that communities need to address, and plan for, are: becoming self-reliant, regaining community control, planning for economic sustainability, meeting individual needs and fostering and maintaining local culture.  According to Nozick, these cannot come from above (i.e., government and outside business), but only from local action.  

4.2 Summary

Rural communities looking to develop livelihoods and flourishing communities that will exist well into the future are looking for a measure of sustainability.  Characteristics of extractive communities were discussed in the previous section, and those of sustainable communities in this section to highlight areas of disjunction.

Communities that are home to extractive industries such as forestry and mining are not to be considered incapable of sustainability.  The exercise of delineating extractive community characteristics with sustainable community characteristics is meant to demonstrate in what areas rural communities need to focus attention in order to work towards sustainable development.  Sustainable communities are premised on an involved citizenry that has control over decisions affecting their well-being, as well as control over parts of their economy.  A sustainable community is self-reliant, but is supported by strong regional and national networks that it can access for information and expertise, as well as interact with for market transactions that flow both ways.  In simple terms, then, sustainable communities differ most markedly from extractive communities in the amount of local control and input that marks the economic and social structure of the community.  The next section will deal more specifically with this idea of an involved citizenry.   

5 Civil Society

Without exception, all social science research and theory that attempts to tackle the issue of rural communities at some point focuses attention on the state of civil society.  Civil society is referred to under the guise of many different names, although some researchers argue there is more similarity than difference between many of the terms (Falk et al., 2003).  Regardless of the debate that exists regarding the exclusivity of terms, for the purposes of this paper the ideas of community, social capital, civil society, and the civil commons will be treated as similar ideas that all point to the same need in these rural communities for meaningful local involvement.  These terms also represent an awareness of the importance of links and networks, between local residents as well as with outside entities and institutions.

5.1 Social Development as a precursor to economic development

For the individual, decisions to leave or stay, or to pursue one livelihood strategy over another, are partly a rational economic calculus, but they are also the outcome of social forces that impinge and shape economic circumstances (Falk et al., 2003, p. 423).

Purely market or bureaucratic strategies to promote rural economic development fail to consider the important role of social forces. Several emerging models for addressing problems in labor and capital markets are built around community-based organizations and rely heavily on social ties and networks for them to work properly (Green, 2003, p. 352).

Many argue that more attention needs to be paid to the issue of social capital in communities.  Putnam (1996) contends, “investment in social capital enhances returns to investment in physical and human capital” (cited in Pierce, 1999, p. 280).  Pierce (1999) argues that this shift towards fostering social capital is “a key condition for a sustainable society, decoupling development from its historical attachment to economic growth as the basic engine for the improvement of human welfare” (p. 280).  Pierce further contends that the successful provision and maintenance of social capital is dependent on the development of a “civil society within a civic state” (p. 280).  Massam and Dickinson stipulate, however, “a civil society is not comprised of citizens pitted against the state.  Rather, it is a civic state that promotes the interconnectedness of social groups and the state apparatus” (quoted in Pierce, 1999, p. 282).  

Despite the enormous amount of attention that social capital, civil society and other similar topic areas have garnered, there still remains a certain amount of vagueness as to how this civil action can become effective and whether it truly has the capacity to aid rural communities in times of stress or crisis.  In a critique of progressive economic theorizing in the United States, Fisher (1990) states:

Their most fundamental failure has been an inability to articulate an appealing vision of the future that is grounded in a concrete program of reform. Most Americans are unwilling to risk what they have for vague and unclear alternatives, and progressive schemes have usually done little more than call for a people-centered economy or some version of democratic socialism, concepts left so vague as to be virtually meaningless (p. 268).

5.1.1 Self-development Strategies

Green (1997) uses the example of self-development strategies to illustrate in a concrete way that community level initiatives can be undertaken for the sustainable well-being of rural communities.  By studying approximately 103 self-development projects in rural America (Flora et al., 1991), Green is able to offer some real life examples of how these can be utilized as a tool towards greater community sustainability.  Green notes that while the majority of rural communities have responded to “globalization and postindustrialization by intensifying their industrial recruitment efforts” others are beginning to use “community-based strategies (referred to here as self-development strategies) to generate jobs and income” (1997, p. 176).  

According to Green:

These grass roots approaches to local economic development address more directly the problem of sustainability. By taking control of local resources, communities are attempting to reduce their dependency on the resources and decisions of external actors and organizations. Some communities seek to minimize their dependency on external markets, others attempt to become less dependent on a single industry, and a limited number of communities strive to restructure their relationship with capital through “decommodifying” local land, labor and capital (emphasis in the original, 1997, p. 178).

Green contends that these communities are not seeking to withdraw from the larger economy, but simply to manage their relationship to it.  Green posits that self-development can be seen as an attempt by communities to manage the market relations of their land, labour and capital in ways that better meet their “local (societal) needs” (p. 178).  Green argues that this is likely an extension of fact that “attempts to fully commodify land, labor and capital in market societies” have been unsuccessful, and that in order to meet larger societal needs some sort of regulation of these resources is needed (p. 178).  In this case, the regulation is coming from the communities themselves.  Green states: “A basic assumption of this approach is that markets must be embedded in social relations in order to generate benefits that are sustainable” (1997, p. 178).

For Green, self-development is an important tool towards building for community sustainability.  When communities own and control their local resources they are able to make decisions that are sensitive to local needs.  In this way, self-development still aims for profitable enterprise, but it also strives for enterprise that is embedded within local social and environmental objectives.  

Green sees this sort of self-development as different from traditional forms of economic development that typically break into two camps, those that favour market solutions to development or those that favour bureaucratic solutions.  Green is adamant that self-development requires both:

Advocates of self-development argue…that pure market or bureaucratic approaches will fail to produce a sustainable community. Markets and the state are essential elements of self-development, but change must come from within communities (1997, p. 179).

Some key characteristics of self-development include: the community relies primarily, but not exclusively, on local resources to stimulate demand; it seeks to minimize dependence by promoting local ownership of resources (land, labour and/or capital); and, through locally-based development efforts the community attempts to expand contacts to national and international markets.  Ultimately, communities engaging in this sort of self-development are looking to create outside demand through community-based strategies that will produce benefits and returns for the community and not only for absentee owners and shareholders (Green, 1997, p. 181).  Green reiterates:

Community-based development strategies do not limit themselves to employing only local resources or withdrawing from nonlocal markets. Instead, they generally use a mixture of local and nonlocal resources to create community owned and controlled institutions and organizations. Both markets and the state are important components of this approach. By organizing local resources and institutions, they provide a means of building the social organization necessary to leverage outside resources (1997, p. 181).

From the data that Green has worked with, he concludes that most rural communities that undertake self-development projects do so in response to an economic crisis.  He concludes that this may indicate a need for an external force to motivate communities to become more active in their own development.  Further, Green found that those communities with greater ties to other communities, organizations, and institutions were more likely to undertake a self-development project.  He contends that these ties are invaluable means of gaining information and access to resources that are necessary to community development.  He also notes that self-development communities are typically those that are not divided by strong local factions that can make garnering community support difficult.
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Figure 1. Community economic development response and motivation.

In line with Green’s contention that crisis often motivates these self-development initiatives, Figure 1 (adapted from Douglas, 1994) depicts a generalized spectrum of development-response motives that were historically evident in Canada and abroad.  In times of high economic viability, the motivation to pursue economic development initiatives is low and may only originate in response to activity in surrounding communities or as a matter of perceived “prudence”.  Douglas (1994) does not discuss that these may also be the conditions under which development projects are deemed less risky thus facilitating the ability to obtain funding from financial institutions.  On the other end of the spectrum, times of crisis (such as a mill closure) necessitate the need to take action, precisely when economic viability is low.  It is often in these instances that community economic development initiatives rely on government funding for assistance and capital from private financial institutions becomes less accessible.  

Green details some specific examples of self-development projects, and he breaks these into the three areas of community ownership—land, labour, and capital—although he qualifies that numerous communities involve more than one area of ownership.  He cites a Hispanic collective enterprise in New Mexico that consists of a sheep-grazing cooperative, a weaving cooperative, a business that sells organic lamb to local restaurants, and a general store as an example of a community that is attempting to reclaim control on all three fronts.  

In terms of labour resources, Green notes that those communities that have invested in community- or worker-owned firms have managed to realize several advantages compared to conventionally owned firms.  Namely, these have managed to realize higher profit rates and greater productivity growth than conventional firms, as well as generating more jobs (Green, 1997, p. 182).  While Green offers this as a possible line of action for communities that are facing the closure of a local enterprise, he warns that there exist a number of obstacles that must be overcome.  First, most community-owned firms lack access to capital and commercial lending institutions are often reluctant to make loans to them.  Further, the wages of workers are often too low to provide financing for the project.  Other obstacles stem from the skill set of community workers who often lack the managerial expertise to operate a business, as was evidenced in many of the self-development businesses in Green’s study.  And finally, these firms also face the contradiction of being in business for both economic and social reasons, which can at times make business much more challenging.

Green concludes that it is too early to state which businesses would work best as community-owned enterprises, although he posits that those with low capital requirements would be the most likely possibility.  He stresses, however, that market consideration may ultimately be a more important consideration, as “niche markets may provide more opportunity” since they are removed from direct competition with global markets dominated by large corporations (1997, p. 183).

In regards to capital, Green contends:

Most commercial financial institutions shift capital to the most profitable location or economic sector, regardless of where the investors or savers are located. Rural communities generally do not lack capital; they are usually net exporters of capital even when there is a demand locally for capital (1997, p. 183).

As an alternative approach to investment and finance institutions, Green details a number of different community-oriented finance options, such as community development loan funds, community development credit unions, micro-enterprise loan funds, royalty investment funds, and revolving loan funds.  Green has found that these community-based financial organizations can be an effective mechanism for directing capital to locally-owned businesses.  However, there are obstacles here as well.  For example, these are generally limited in the number and size of loans they are able to make, and while community-based financing can help a number of small business enterprises, they are not able to invest in larger firms.  Also, they tend to have difficulty in becoming self-supporting, and therefore must rely on foundations and other external sources of capital to maintain viability (p. 183).     

In terms of land ownership, many communities have opted for this means of local ownership as a means to deal with problems of land speculation.  Typically, these measures are taken to assist beginning farmers or poorer residents seeking to buy homes or to avoid high-end development like those that have occurred in Park City, Utah and Aspen, Colorado (discussed earlier in this paper).  

Green notes that many of these self-development strategies fail, and by comparing these with those have succeeded he suggests some considerations that he has found to be of importance.  First, the project must be appropriate for the locale, building on community strengths and the skills of the work force.  He contends that many communities are too quick to choose projects that have been successful elsewhere, assuming these will work in their community as well.  Second, and as can be seen in the case study of the North Dakota economic development funds discussed earlier in this paper, Green contends that successful self-development projects rely on local funds to leverage external sources of capital.  Green found that almost all projects relied on external sources of capital, and that the amount of funding was a predictor of the number of jobs created and amount of income generated.  Third, these communities are typically limited by a lack of technical information.  And fourth, self-development appears to work better in small communities where it can be easier to gain community support.  However, small towns also have to deal with small cliques or factions that may hinder development due to past histories.  

Green concludes that these self-development projects are not likely to generate enough jobs and income to replace those lost by economic restructuring, at least not in the short run.  He notes that in a global economy, rural areas will continue to be at a disadvantage to urban areas, since they do not have the skilled labour force or market size to compete with most urban centres.  He does argue, however, that these projects do produce other benefits beyond jobs and income.  For example, he argues that decommodification of key land, labour and/or capital provides communities with the ability to allocate resources to meet community needs (use value) rather than for meeting market demand (exchange value).  This leads to an emphasis on creating local wealth, which is an important step on the way to community sustainability.

Green also suggests that these projects are a success in increasing levels of local participation and knowledge, and as such they both rely on and reinforce an area’s social capital.  This democratization of the economy and community, according to Green, is also an important step towards sustainability.  Green concludes that despite their limitations and weaknesses, these self-development strategies tend to produce a more favourable benefit-cost ratio for communities than other strategies:

The literature on rural industrialization suggests that local residents frequently do not benefit from new industry, because immigrants take the available jobs when a branch plant locates in the community. In addition, with global competition for industrialization communities must offer increased levels of subsidies or incentives, thus reducing the net benefit to localities (Green, 1997, p. 187).

5.2 Examples of Local Initiatives

The process of planning for real life strategies for rural development is likely to be a daunting prospect.  Examples of what other communities have done serves to provide focus and confidence that the same can be realized elsewhere.  This section will briefly highlight two examples of rural development initiatives, and list others, as a means of illustrating that the ideas discussed in this section can be implemented in real life situations.  While this serves a useful end, it is important to remember that each community will need to find its own path towards sustainable development based on local circumstances, and that what has worked in one place will not necessarily work in another (Green, 1997).

5.2.1 Tennessee

Hancock County is a sparsely populated community in the mountains of Tennessee with one of the highest poverty rates in the state (Flaccavento, 1997).  Due to a shortfall of more than $300 000, the county faced the possibility of losing their entire school system.  At the same time, an out-of-state firm was negotiating with state officials to open a landfill in the county that would accept garbage from other regions.  The firm was promising in excess of $300 000 in revenues annually, and many in the county felt that their prayers had been answered.

However, despite the need of local citizens to save their school system and find new means of employment, the residents decided against the landfill.  They felt the risks were too great and they believed that “Hancock County’s economic future should be built on something other than the importation of garbage” (Flaccavento, 1997, p. 381).  The landfill proposal was defeated and the school system was kept afloat with state assistance.  Two years after this landfill struggle, a grass-roots community organization was “formed in the hopes of rejuvenating the county’s economic and cultural life” (p. 381).  Its two main priorities were to provide training and employment opportunities for young people, and to rebuild the economy from the bottom up.  An entrepreneurial literacy program was developed, and youth groups soon formed that lead to other business training classes, and the creation of a number of youth businesses, including a graphic design company and others in wood crafting (Flaccavento, 1997).

These early examples of local action led to the creation of a multi-county citizen coalition called the Clinch Powell Initiative that works to create sustainable economic development in the region.  This regional citizen-run initiative has been instrumental in supporting among others the creation of sustainable forestry operations and a value-added wood products sector; nature tourism businesses; and, organic farming enterprises (Flaccavento, 1997).

5.2.2 Community Forests

Jeanrenaud (2001) details 12 examples of ‘Community Involvement in Forest Management’ across Europe that is contributing to economic viability, social equity and environmental protection.  The author illustrates how communities in Italy, France, Portugal, Sweden and elsewhere are using community forests as a means to provide for local (non-market) needs; to generate revenue; to provide employment; to promote indigenous rights; to increase local democracy; to create community, political and institutional networks; and, to manage forest resources sustainably.  The author contends that community forestry can serve as a locally-based means to community development that benefits first and foremost the communities themselves, while also protecting the environment upon which the communities depend (Jeanrenaud, 2001). 

5.2.3 Others

Other examples of local action found during the research for this project include the renovation and revitalization of local (smalltown) movie theatres (Christman, 1998); the development of local sports tournaments or events (Fennell, 1998); the creation of educational and certification programs for local residents (O’Donohue, 1993); the creation of wood-working or furniture industries (O’Donohue, 1993); the creation of a local community hall (Greenlees, 1993); and others.  The case study research attests to the fact that no project should be considered too small or unimportant.  The place to start with community development is the place where the community sees a need (Greenlees, 1993; O’Donohue, 1993).  Many of the projects listed here led to an invigorated sense of local confidence that later led to the tackling of larger and more complex issues.  

5.3 Summary

This section has dealt with the importance of community in community development.  Rural development that is premised on the needs, skills and unique characteristics of a people and place are believed to function better than those development initiatives that come from government or big business interests (Green, 2003).  However, many authors contend that local action cannot function adequately if it is not situated within a supportive structure.  The next section will deal with the role government and other institutions can play in collaborating with local communities to encourage sustainable rural development.  

6 Structural Support

Civic engagement, participation in voluntary organizations, networks of interaction, organizational and physical settings for such interaction—all the elements of social capital—may be necessary for the existence of community, but by themselves they are not sufficient….To have viable communities and community organizations, it is necessary to have discernible livelihoods as well (Falk et al., 2003, p. 424).

As was seen in the case study of Vuohijärvi, while the local actors were integral to the resurrection of their mill, they would not have succeeded without the input of different levels of government, the aid of financial institutions, and without consideration of other large forestry companies.  Further, Kortelainen states, “another central factor in rescuing the Vuohijärvi mill was the fact that the locality was chosen as a sort of pilot case for regional policies” (1998, p. 213).  Likewise, Sundet and Mermelstein (1996) stress that government proved to be an important predictor of community survival in the face of the Great Flood of 1993 that devastated many Midwestern communities.  This section, then, will deal with the structural supports that need to be considered when planning for rural development.

Experiences in rural communities have highlighted the necessity of institutional frameworks for facilitating communities’ successful responses to economic and community restructuring.  While social scientists and community researchers seem to agree that an active and effective network of local citizen actors is a prerequisite to a successful campaign to save a community or region, it seems to be as equally accepted that there must be institutional support for these local actors in terms of the availability of banks and loan granting organizations, private contributions and/or the support provided by public (governmental) organizations.

There remains a good deal of contention, however, about which policies will best encourage economic and community development without producing another form of dependency.  McMahon (2000), for example, looks at government intervention as potentially hazardous to the economic growth of regions.  For McMahon, the idea that the government should step in to save jobs when big employers leave is misguided economics: 

Government is frequently called on to save some industry or some firm. Otherwise, policy-makers are warned, x number of jobs will disappear. The unstated assumption is that new activity will never compensate for the loss of the old activity (emphasis in original, 2000, p. 8).  

McMahon is challenging this traditional form of economic impact analysis, which is typically derived from the use of input-output models.  The greatest disadvantage to this type of analysis is that it is limited to showing the direct, indirect, and induced impacts (income effects) of a change in natural resource sectors, but holds everything else constant and does not adequately reflect substitution effects in existing industries or arising from new industries (Niemi et al., 1999).  Computable general equilibrium (CGE) models have overcome these concerns to some extent by incorporating substitution effects and by allowing consumers and producers to respond to price changes, but even these models are still hampered by an inability to consider new industries (Alavalapati et al., 1996; Niemi et al., 1999; Patriquin et al., 2003).  CGE models are useful for the purpose of scenario/sensitivity analysis and informing pro-active planning initiatives.  If nothing else, they may prove to be a source of motivation for local action and self-development prior to the occurrence of an external threat or economic crisis that Green (1997) suggests is the major incentive to local action.  The models also generally focus on immediate or very short-term impacts, as there can often be a time lag before substitution can occur.

McMahon argues that it is wrong to assume that new economic activity will not live up to that of the past, or that it will not come at all.  He disagrees with the argument that government will save money in the long term by spending in the short term (to save jobs), or that the government will lose tax revenue if the firm or sector should fail.  He reiterates that these are premised on the false assumption that there is nothing else out there.  For McMahon, the best thing a government can do is to let the economy correct itself, and ignore  

…persistent calls for government to save this or that industry or sector, fund all sorts of make-work projects, use its fiscal muscle to create economic development, and block efficiency or technological advances that reduce employment (2000, p. 9).

A case in point can be found by looking to the Pacific Northwest.  In 1991, the federal judge William Dwyer ruled in favour of banning new timber sales on 24 million acres in 17 national forests in Oregon, Washington and northern California.  It was expected that as a result of the injunction, regional economies would be devastated, some predicting that as many as 150 000 jobs could be lost (Niemi et al., 1999).  While the injunction and other related events resulted in reduced timber harvests from a peak level of 15.7 billion board feet (bbf) in 1988 to 8.3 bbf in 1996, the consequences on regional economies were not as expected.  Instead of losing 150 000 jobs, the economy actually expanded, consistently out-performing the national economy throughout the 1990s.  While harvests declined 86% on federal lands and 47% overall, employment in the industry only fell by 22%, while the total employment rose by 27% (Niemi et al., 1999).  While McMahon would likely disagree with regulations that impinge on economic activity, this argument that economies can take care of themselves in times of transition seems to be supported here. 

Policy can be confounded by its own history, however.  Niemi et al. (1999) explain the discrepancy between pre-injunction forecasts and how things actually played out, by arguing that industry restructuring during the 1980s had already greatly reduced the importance of the forestry industry in the region before the spotted owl became such an issue.  They state, for example, that the forest industry in the Pacific Northwest had cut its employment by 27 000 in the 1980s and reduced wages paid to employees by 18.2% during the same period (Niemi et al., 1999).  While the common perception was that forestry was the dominant industry in the region, in reality it accounted for only 1.9% of total employment in 1996 (Niemi et al., 1999).  At the time of the injunction, the forestry industry didn’t need to log massive acreages to prosper because the industry had already changed (Niemi et al., 1999).  In addition, by the 1990s, non-timber uses of Pacific Northwest forests had become more important to the economy than they had previously been.  

Predictions of economic collapse regionally and even nationally were based on economic modelling that, for a number of reasons, failed to grasp the complexity and elasticity inherent in the real world (Niemi et al., 1999).  Robertson (2003) argues a similar case in his test of the economic base hypothesis, input-output and CGE models in the context of small, isolated forestry towns in southeastern Alaska, where he comes to conclude: 1) the economic base hypothesis must be rejected as a description of the average behaviour of communities in his sample; and 2) communities respond quite differently to changes in basic employment.  The point is not to underplay the importance of basic industries, but rather to highlight the limitations of economic predictors in light of the complexity of real world scenarios, and how this can complicate the creation of meaningful policy.

The regional economic development funds that were generated in North Dakota (and discussed in Part 2 of this paper) share a certain similarity with McMahon’s thesis in that the government sought for a policy route that would encourage communities and regions to help themselves.  Although McMahon may not look favourably on a local option sales tax, or on government intervention in any way, the regional economic development funds serve as an interesting example of rural municipalities that generated local economic activity through local means.  These funds, however, were never utilized on their own but leveraged against other lending agencies and other government programs.  

The researchers Leistriz and Bangsund (1998) found that the regional economic development funds, in association with these other external entities, provided for approximately 4500 jobs over the course of their existence and helped to generate economic activity in a time of crisis.  While McMahon and Leistriz and Bangsund may differ in their suggestions of how to encourage rural economic development, they both highlight the fact that policy does matter.

Green (2003) is supportive of the role social capital can take in rural economic development efforts, but he is also cognizant of the need for institutional support:

Several emerging models for addressing problems in labor and capital markets are built around community-based organizations and rely heavily on social ties and networks for them to work properly. These models, however, are still dependent on resources from external organizations, such as federal and state governments (p. 352).

Green calls for increased awareness of the need for external support for local initiatives, but he also stresses that this outside involvement should rely heavily on “local knowledge and networks to make them work” (2003, p. 352).  This sort of thinking would seem to contradict McMahon’s idea of the unfettered economy.

McMahon states clearly that he believes closures and depletions are natural economic occurrences that should be accepted:

Clearly, nations that most readily move on from the economy of the past—and allow closures and failures—generate more jobs and wealth over the long term than those that attempt to maintain out-moded industries (2000, p. 57).

McMahon argues that a proven way for governments to spur economic growth is to invest in transportation infrastructure.  Aside from this sort of spending, which allows peripheral regions to connect with major market centres, McMahon sees government spending in regional investment programs as unfounded.  Recent literature on the possibilities and limitations of information-based technologies in rural areas would also argue that government spending on a technological infrastructure could serve as an important investment in rural development efforts (Halseth and Sullivan, 2003; Leatherman, 2000; Leatherman, 2003).

Fisher (1990) contends that rural areas are situated within the national and international economies, and as such there is no avoiding that they will be subject to government policy.  He questions instead whom government policies will benefit.  Fisher (1990) breaks policy advocates into those who argue for progressive policies and those who argue for industrial policies.  Brodhead (1994), writing from the Canadian perspective, refers to these as progressive development and liberal local development, respectively.  The former insist that rural citizens must benefit from policy, while the latter contend that if industry benefits, citizens will likewise benefit.  

Fisher admits that the progressive model has “serious shortcomings,” but he sees value in the progressives’ tendency for challenging traditional economic assumptions:

[Progressive policy’s] value lies in establishing the economy as contested terrain. By undermining the notion that the economy is unchangeable and by treating humans as something other than instruments for calculation, the progressive model helps us understand that we have choices—in particular, the choice to define what we want, rather than simply reacting to the latest economic outrage (1990, p. 273).

Fisher sees merit in accepting the progressive model’s assertion that rural residents have a right to expect certain things from their economy: 1) the right to meaningful work that is not life-threatening in either the long- or short-term; 2) the right to economic security, in terms of job security and equitable remuneration for work done; 3) the right to participate in decisions affecting their livelihoods; and, 4) the right to the preservation of cultural integrity.

According to Fisher:

By providing an opportunity for local and regional groups to make connections between their concrete situations and larger economic and political forces and to think creatively about the kind of economic system they want, the progressive model can serve as an important tool for economic education and change…(1990, p. 273).

This progressive policy, then, would be a government policy that is premised on an acceptance that a major rural stumbling block lies in the fact that the corporate sector currently has too much power (and not too little, as the industrial policy advocates contend).  Fisher states that these progressive policies would propose a “trickle-up” strategy to economic recovery that is “designed to move away from concentrated economic power [and] toward greater democratic participation and an improved, rather than lower, standard of living” (1990, p. 269). 

Fisher states the progressive models to date have had been hampered by significant limitations and weaknesses, but he is also critical of the obvious limitations in current mainstream models, which are evidenced by rural poverty and decline.  Fisher concludes that rural communities will not find their way to economic recovery without a government policy environment that provides them the room and power to do so.

This is in keeping with the Canadian perspective as elaborated by Kemp and Cole (1994) who contend:

An inside out approach to policy development is called for with macro policies influenced by community economic development, rather than the other way around. Those vested with responsibility for creating policy have an obligation to find out what is happening in communities, to consult with communities in the development of policy, and to put resources into greater information-sharing between communities (p.259)

The community economic development of which Kemp and Cole are speaking follows Brodhead’s (1994) definition of a progressive development that seeks individual and collective empowerment and greater control over local resources and their development.  Brodhead contrasts this to liberal local development where the purpose is oriented solely on economic growth and maintaining business activity and employment (what Fisher refers to as ‘industrial policy’).

For Brodhead,

Community economic development…should be concerned with the production of wealth and how wealth is managed and distributed within the community. Economic growth can occur without social development and potentially be detrimental to social development, however, it is rare for social development to occur without an improvement in the economy (Brodhead, 1994, p.10).

7 Conclusion

The guiding questions for this project have been: How have resource-dependent communities in Canada and elsewhere responded to significant changes in their economic base?  What are the key questions that should be addressed by researchers attempting to study rural communities in situations of adversity? 

These questions were sparked by the mountain pine beetle epidemic that has swept across much of BC since 1994 and the potential adversity that this outbreak places on the rural communities that depend on the forest industry for their livelihoods.  As Falk et al. (2003) have stated, communities can make no progress towards sustainability and empowerment without a means to gaining a meaningful livelihood.  In the interior of BC the bulk of livelihoods are inextricably bound to the activities of a limited set of extractive industries found within the mining and forestry sectors.  The sustainability of rural communities in BC depends on bridging their extractive industrial history and capacity into a structure that provides for a more resilient enterprise, and one that better serves the needs of locals.  

The case studies and social science research that comprise this paper speak to the possibilities that exist for rural communities facing adversity (stemming from economic and/or natural disturbance).  The themes discussed in this paper represent those considerations integral to any rural development initiative.  Within each of these theme areas exist ample opportunity for research, especially in regards to documenting and incorporating specific BC realities.  The major themes of this paper are reiterated below along with some of the directions that further research could take.    

7.1 Current Realities

This paper has been premised on an assumption that rural communities will not be able to move towards greater sustainability without first coming to terms with those characteristics that have helped expose them to adversity.  There exists a great deal of research and literature on those aspects of extractive communities that leave them particularly susceptible to external influences and events, and there also exists a wealth of writing on the characteristics inherent to a sustainable community.  There remains a need, however, for a better bridging of these two research priorities, especially in documenting, for example, how a community could build upon its extractive base in such a way as to contribute to, and not compromise, its sustainability.

Rural communities in BC will need to first come to terms with the structure and functioning of their communities and economy in order to plan for the improvement of those components that leave their communities especially susceptible to adversity.  Plans for the sustainable development of these communities will require knowledge of what has hindered their development, as well as innovation and initiative for moving these communities forward.

7.2 Local Action

It is clear that if communities hope to bridge the gap between extractive and sustainable communities, they will need to tap into their citizenry to develop a plan that is premised on the needs, desires and expertise of the local citizenry, and founded in an area’s unique characteristics.  Local initiatives must be locally inspired.  As governments continue to devolve it will be those communities that act for themselves that will be the most successful.  While most agree that this citizen involvement is crucial for rural development efforts, there remain many obstacles.  

In order for a community to truly benefit from its industry and business, it is necessary that the community maintain more control over parts of its economy (i.e., labour, land and/or capital) and/or that more of the profits they and their region create accrue to the region.  Two critical barriers to local ownership in the economy are: a lack of technical and managerial expertise by the citizenry and a lack of capital for investment.  Local skills and knowledge can sometimes be a limiting factor, especially if community efforts involve regaining control over businesses that require technical and managerial knowledge.  Also, the out-migration of youth and skilled residents leaves communities more vulnerable to hardship, and less able to adapt and diversify.

If the future of rural communities lies in their ability to work towards a common vision, it will be imperative that more resources be put into fostering this sort of social and human capital.  Rural economic development strategies may need to start with community development initiatives, by building up local skills and networks, and by taking note of local resources in terms of knowledge, expertise and connections.  Local action, however, will remain limited if the community has no control over their local labour, land and/or capital resources, and this will certainly become a greater issue as communities become more active in their own development (Green, 1997; 2003).  

Further, communities engaged in local action would do best to network with other communities in the region as a means to broadening their market, and as a means to broadening their base of information, knowledge, and expertise.  A network of empowered communities, trading goods, services and cooperation within a region would be better situated to access national and international markets, and likewise it would be less sensitive to perturbations in these markets.  A strong local and regional base bodes well for the region, but establishing these networks will take time and initiative.  Rural communities seeking to find a niche in the global economy would do better to look to their neighbours as associates rather than as competitors.

7.3 Support for Rural Development

Even the researchers the most supportive of community initiatives warn that community action will not work alone (Green, 1997; Falk et al., 2003; Kortelainen, 1998).  Communities need access to financing institutions and government support in order to affect the change they envision.  As Sumner (2005) noted, corporations have worked hard to create the policy environment that serves their needs best and it is imperative that communities attempt to do the same.  While government devolution and decentralization can benefit communities by providing them more control over their local services, there also exist many challenges.  For example, many local governments are too small to adequately deal with their increasing responsibilities.  It remains to be seen how this transfer of power back to communities can best be affected.  

Governments could aid communities by providing information and educational opportunities for entrepreneurship, as well as maintaining policies that encourage local ownership and local business ventures.  As Green (1997) noted, there exist government policies designed to regulate large multinationals that can unknowingly prohibit small producers from entering the market.  If the government is to continue their devolution, leaving local governments and residents more responsibility over their communities, it is imperative they ensure a suitable policy environment exists for this to unfold successfully.

Creating business requires financing, but this is something rural citizens have less access to than urban citizens (Green, 2003).  As Green states, this could be due to a prejudice on the part of financing institutions, which prefer to invest in larger, more lucrative markets, but it may be a result of the rural residents themselves who represent a risky investment for these institutions.  Work needs to be done to understand why specific rural communities and regions suffer from under-financing, and appropriate steps need to be taken to improve the potential of rural residents as investment options, and/or to persuade institutions that investing in rural communities is worthwhile.  Community-based funding institutions represent an alternative financing solution for rural enterprise, and these have already helped to ameliorate the situation in some cases, but these are rarely self-supporting and are typically unable to finance larger projects.  Government needs to be involved in developing a financing system that is fair for rural entrepreneurs and financing institutions alike.

7.4 Research Needs

Researchers, governments and local groups concerned with promoting sustainable rural development options would do well to focus attention on the above theme areas, and the many questions therein that remain inadequately addressed.  This section will highlight some questions that could guide future research projects.   

7.4.1 Local Action

After accepting that local action is a necessary component to sustainable rural development, there arise a host of questions regarding how this action can be realized:

1) What do communities need in order to pursue their local development initiatives?

2) What prevents local communities from self-development and self-revitalization?  

3) What do rural communities identify as lacking in terms of local human and social capital?

4) What do communities feel could help them improve their human and social capital?

5) Can local actors cite specific government policies that limit or encourage their ability to act?

6) Can local action, or self-development, be instigated prior to a crisis situation, i.e., as a preventative rather than reactionary measure?  If so, how?

7.4.2 Structural Support

If government and financial institutions play such an important role in the success or failure of rural development initiatives there must be more research into how these can be employed to better encourage successful development.  Some unanswered questions include: 

1) What are the government policies that exist today that aid rural development strategies, and which policies constrain development efforts?

2) Who do current government policies benefit most, and do these succeed in terms of encouraging sustainable rural development?  

3) It has been shown that rural communities do not have access to financing, but is this founded?

4) What makes rural residents a risky investment option for financing institutions and what can be done to reduce this risk? 

5) What other opportunities exist for supporting community development initiatives?

6) What are government policy options that can encourage local action while avoiding the dependency and stagnation that McMahon (2000) condemns?

7) Can policy be implemented that will encourage self-development before a crisis situation arises, i.e., as a preventative rather than reactionary measure?

In this era of devolution, local action is imperative despite the fact that local communities do not always have the skills and expertise they need to pursue all available options.  Rural communities that have succeeded in self-development strategies to date have been those communities that have had connections to other communities and organizations since these connections have allowed rural areas to access the information, expertise and skills that they lack (Green, 1997; 2003; Sundet and Mermelstein, 1996).  Some authors have suggested that this multi-community or regional approach to rural development is crucial to rural sustainability.  Governments could surely aid this sort of networking by investing in the technological infrastructure that could connect these communities to the internet-based economy and information system (Leatherman, 2003), but:

8) Are there other ways to encourage networking?  And, 

9) Are there policy and/or other barriers that prevent regional cooperation?

7.5 Shifting Focus

Communities that plan and prepare for economic or natural disturbance tend to fare better than those that do not (Mawhiney and Pitblado, 1999).  Communities searching for options in response to a diminishing or threatened resource base, or a departing industry, should look to the nature of their community structure, their economy and the characteristics of these that have left them susceptible to disturbance.  Extractive communities have been built due to their access to raw material, but they have been subject to shocks and adversity due to their dependence on (typically) one resource that is extracted by a single employer who removes the bulk of profits to other communities.  In times of adversity many communities search to aid industry, or to attract another industry to their town, sometimes by offering incentives that can be harmful to local best interest.  However, what is good for industry is not always good for a community.

The tendency to simply search for other external large industry in times of restructuring is an approach questioned by many researchers and community groups (Audirac, 1997; Garber, 1990; Green, 1997; Sumner, 2005).  According to these authors, a better approach is to be found in committing to local revitalization through community, regional and then national resources, networks, and markets.  These authors suggest that it is better to agree on and strive to meet community needs through local action than it is to compromise community needs in order to attract highly mobile industry, especially since these are likely to relocate eventually.

Gone is the day when we think of corporations as being bound to the best interests of residents in the many communities where they are located.  It is well understood that corporations must plan for their best interests and not those of others in order to survive in a global economy.  Likewise, rural communities will do well to realize that they too need to move away from planning for the best interests of others.  Rural communities need to take note that as governments and industry become further removed from protecting the interests of rural residents, the onus lies on these residents to plan for their own well-being.  Extractive industries and rural communities will forever remain closely entwined, but on the way to working towards sustainability there needs to be an acceptance that extractive industries and rural communities have very different needs and desires, and that they are not one and the same.

Rural communities that have worked diligently to maintain and/or redefine their places are proof that locally-based, citizen action is possible, and that rural communities can work towards their own sustainability, but only with strong networks between people and other communities, and only with the support of government and financial institutions that believe in the value and viability of rural places.  

7.6 Summary 

The BC forestry sector is presently experiencing a short-term boom as a result of the increase to the annual allowable cut instigated in response to the mountain pine beetle epidemic.  It is well understood that this boom period will not last indefinitely.  The onus now lies with rural BC communities to plan for their own future well-being through local action and development.  Communities founded on only one or two industries will forever be subject to boom and bust episodes.  

Moving towards sustainability will require rural communities to increase their level of self-reliance, as well as their control over local resources and profits.  To invest in and plan for the future of rural BC will require that more of the wealth of these communities be re-invested locally.  This does not preclude the presence of foreign ownership and the important role that this plays in rural BC, but rather raises the possibility that other forms of ownership and development could and should occur as well.

The question that should ground future rural development efforts is: How can government, research and local and external action support rural communities as they plan and strive to create the communities they wish to live in?  This sort of programmatic framework will move organized response to the mountain pine beetle epidemic in additional, and hitherto less explored, directions.  Responses to date have focused on forest market conditions or locating new uses and markets for beetle-killed wood—concerns that deal more with the needs of industry than with the needs of community.  While these are important issues, and must be considered and explored, there should also exist the opportunity and possibility for communities to consider and implement the concepts outlined in this paper.  In doing so, rural BC communities will proceed beyond the provisional measures taken to date and move towards more comprehensive planning strategies concerned with their long-term sustainable development.  
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