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The program opened with welcomes from Ben Malcolm of the College of New Caledonia and CRRF President Rob Greenwood. The theme of the Think Tank was interactions: between rural and urban; governance issues that arise between rural and urban; and partnership possibilities. The goal was for the debate and information to inform the research of the NRE and to help to build the broader CRRF agenda, particularly new research to be launched under the CRRF-Federation of Canadian Municipal Alliance.

The first session was devoted to three presentations outlining the three aspects of the theme.

Ray Bollman (Statistics Canada) started the discussion with a presentation on “Urban-Rural Interactions in Canada: Definitions and Data”. A main point of the presentation was that Canada has experienced 100 years of demographic change and continues to do so, we are not dealing with a static situation. This has a significant impact on the ability to apply definitions to rural and urban and how to take the non-rural, non-urban into account. He pointed out that one third of Canadians living in the country actually live in Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs). He also pointed out that of 5600 Census Subdivisions, (CSDs), 25% of the population lives in 8 CSDs. This, inevitably, creates challenges in developing common viewpoints, reaching consensus on issues, addressing widely differing needs.

Bill Reimer (Concordia) addressed the second stream of the discussion in his presentation on NRE results on “Associational and Bureaucratic Capacity:  Implications for Local Governance”, by asking how residents should respond to the challenges of rural residency: as victims, as critics, as strategists? Bill emphasized that strategies used should count on good analysis and on identifying common interests between urban and rural to form the basis of dialogue between partners. He argued that the old approach of urban control and sector focus relying more on mechanization and less on people is no longer appropriate or workable. The role of the knowledge and service economy must be recognized as integral to success for the economy as a whole. The interdependence of resources and quality of life also must be recognized. This situation points to a need to understand governance in a different way, to encompass not only traditionally accepted government models but also institutions and arrangements like watershed management committees or inter-regional arrangements for the provision of, for example, water availability. It also points to the requirement for appropriate financial resources for any governance model. Successful communities often have greater control over their discretionary finances than those who do not.

Bob Bish (University of Victoria) addressed the third theme in his presentation on “Municipal Collaboration in Canada”. Prof. Bish took the previous two presentations a step further by providing insight and examples of how rural-urban interactions can work and how new approaches to governance and management can create a situation where the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. He pointed out that municipalities and other levels of government often overlook the opportunities in utilizing existing non-profits and voluntary organizations to deliver services. He also noted the success rate of communities sharing resources, technical and otherwise to provide them with higher levels and a broader base of expertise with which to undertake their planning and delivery functions. In addition, there are opportunities in arrangements that do not require formal amalgamation between municipalities or regions. The need for acceptance of growth planning on a regional basis is important to future success, especially as it does take time to develop the right kinds of institutions and arrangements. Prof. Bish concluded that the leaders in successful development and change have been the smaller communities within metropolitan areas. The laggers have been on two ends of a scale: bigger cities which have tried to do everything without partnerships and rural areas which have not yet been integrated into a regional system with the more inherent possibilities of collaboration.

The morning breakout sessions elaborated on the themes and the positions expressed in the opening presentations. They were applied to three discussions: urban/rural interaction; local innovations in governance; and, tools and data to support innovations in local government.

In the first breakout session Larry McDermott (Chair, Federation of Canadian Municipalities Rural Forum) focused on the role of the FCM Rural Forum, its goals and its challenges in competing with urban agendas of federal and provincial governments as well as organizational attention. He believes that the issues of urban-rural interaction have become so important to the overall success of municipalities of all sizes that there are unprecedented possibilities to make strides in promoting rural agendas and alternate partnership opportunities. The partnership between FCM and CRRF is one example. 

David Freshwater (University of Kentucky) discussed the need to recognize that the traditionally accepted framing of governance as an urban-rural dichotomy is not the dominant reality in North America. There is instead a rural-urban continuum requiring a change in governance approach. He posits that the new urbanism is indeed the new regional city, one that recognizes alternate viewpoints and promotes and works with community development that is based on partnerships among geographic entities creating more functional economic resources and activities. A significant question arising from the presentations and the discussion was that of “who pays”? Existing financial arrangements for municipalities do not encourage alternate models that are less formal. 

The second breakout session concentrated on  looking at  local innovations in governance and was appropriately titled “Governance without Government: Local Innovations”. Greg Halseth (University of Northern British Columbia) spoke on behalf of Terry Weninger (College of New Caledonia),  outlining his approach to rural governance, writ large: that rural and urban are different, their needs are different and therefore, discussion and decision making around economic decisions can be different as well. Halseth suggested that if rural economies are going to be able to function in the global economy they are going to have to find ways to develop leadership, to undertake the necessary background work, to self examine and to support the required self-mobilization. He used Tumbler Ridge as an example of municipal governments being left to fend for themselves. Neither the federal or provincial government was able or willing to address the needs and goals of the community specifically enough. In this case, local mobilization through local leadership lead to the launch of a successful economic redevelopment plan. He argues as well that communities must collaborate to win - constant competition can only waste the energy necessary to accomplish the goals. At the same time, Halseth recognizes roles for governments at all levels: the challenge is to develop a model that would allow the three levels of government to work together.

Kelly Vodden (Simon Fraser University) examined how new collaborative governance models can lead to sustainable communities. Echoing the Commission on Global Governance, she defined governance as the sum of the ways individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their affairs in common. She also argued that government policy plays a large role in the life and success of communities through their impact on social, economic and environmental issues. It is therefore necessary to find the balance in the current dichotomy of rural/urban relationships.

Vodden argues that the recognition of and use of alternate governance systems such as watershed management, community forestry, community fisheries development centres and community resource boards can be a successful alternative or addition to traditional governance bodies. Collaborative governance in the case of natural resource governance and the use of the land base has been successful in northern British Columbia. Vodden used examples from her work in the Bra Dor Lakes in Cape Breton and RED in B.C., among others, to examine the difference between the communities and the governance models and decisions. She noted significant differences between the 1980's and 90's that put communities more closely in touch with global sustainability. Regional economic development is now very important as communities create partnerships to meet new demands - but cannot replace specific individualized community development activities - the two must work hand in hand. Another form of new governance is regionalization by time or activity. She argues that constituent parts of regions can alter over time and that they can alter because of changing regional priorities or needs. In other words, the physical regional makeup must follow the imperative of the issues at play. A further point was that local people must play a hands-on role in regional development - it cannot be left to those who come in from government with only urban experience. She reviewed a series of tools necessary for success ranging from informal networking to the signing of memoranda of understanding. 

The presentations produced discussion about the need to identify tools and tactics which will allow communities and residents to work together within their own community and with others in this breakout group

The third break out session was entitled “Tools and Data to Support Innovations in Local Governance”. This session dealt with knowledge gathering and dissemination from two different perspectives. Richard Levesque (Rural Secretariat, Agriculture and AgriFood Canada) made a presentation on Supporting Innovation in Local Governance: The Challenge of Managing Information for Planning and Decision-Making. It highlighted the need for good information for decision making and the opportunity that GIS systems development can bring to the decision making process. Working from the starting point that governance definitions revolve around the exercise of authority and that there is in fact, governance without government (i.e. institutions-formal and informal) Levesque posited that we are entering into a new paradigm. This paradigm is characterized by the emergence of different understanding of governance, the blurring of boundaries and responsibilities, de-evolution, decentralization, many different stakeholders, shifting territorial functionality under mega-trends (i.e. Globalization) and community based risk management. He also pointed out that the real link between the total costs of a decision is information. (searching costs + decision making costs +  implementation costs). This position underlies the Rural Secretariat’s NRPF (National Rural Policy Framework) based on three mechanisms: Information Management, Risk Management and finally Strategic Investments. Of these mechanisms information management is key, underpinning all of the decision making required for the other two elements.

Levesque stated that the Rural Secretariat has been developing the parameters of a community database that could significantly expand the opportunities for information  management for communities. The project is to develop a database and website using Geoclip and GIS with a multi-dimensional architecture and will be user friendly. The data base would allow communities to start to understand the dynamic of communities when looking at maps, to look at rate of change Census over Census and to compare themselves to other communities based on certain variables. The project is seen as an interactive one where the number of variables on the database can and will grow over time.

Heather Clemenson (Industry Canada) presented her project on Broadband (BB)  and E-Community. The research goal is to convey what broadband is and what it means for communities and community development. Clemenson laid out the underlying givens of the e-community situation. BB is high speed, high capacity connection to the internet  used by only 29% of communities, mostly in rural and first nations, that  cannot be serviced by land lines due to geography. The initiative is therefore linked to 

 the National Satellite Initiative. Having laid the groundwork, Clemenson argues that in looking at the capacity/future of a rural community, broadband should be recognized as an enabling tool that is a must for information sharing. It can facilitate linkages between rural and urban communities and facilitate new relationships in terms of governance. She went on to argue that communities need to benefit from technology not merely be consumers of it and therefore, applications, services and content for rural community needs must be developed. 

In discussing research needs in relation to the project Clemenson asked what research tools communities could use to assess their use of broadband and resulting impacts, and outlined future research goals for Industry Canada.  One research activity would be to develop a community database, link it with Statistics Canada data and test it out with the community through focus groups and surveys. Following up, Industry Canada would monitor the community’s use of broadband and its impacts. She pointed out that there remain a number of questions that require further work such as: when is a community ready for broadband? what factors influence choice of broadband infrastructure? how should a project be governed to ensure long-term success? what are the conditions that help and ensure sustainability? and finally; what are the social, economic, and cultural impacts of broadband on communities?
Lively discussion followed around the need to raise awareness not only of the value of what the Internet can do through demonstration but also of the importance of information. It was concluded that educating communities about why  information is important is a greater challenge than building capacity/access through infrastructure although infrastructure is important.

The afternoon session started off with a second round of breakout sessions where participants were asked to consider: key challenges for governing rural/urban interaction, listing the top three challenges and identifying research that could help address the challenges. 

The discussion was wide ranging and generated a long list of challenges, as well as necessary research. Overall, the challenges fell into only a few categories. Knowledge and understanding of each other - rural/urban -  as well as understanding that there is diversity in both rural and urban context is important - was considered to be the most important challenge. Understanding that issues can be dealt with by communities of interest and not only by communities defined by geography was another challenge that was mentioned by all three groups. The resourcing of communities, financial or otherwise was also identified as a major challenge.

Identification of opportunities for research fell from these challenges. They included: identifying new structures to address the “us” vs. “them” debate; looking at the role of the voluntary sector; success and failures; understanding what motivates the participation of people in  local governance; how do decisions get made; and new options for municipal funding; 

These conclusions were brought back to the plenary session for a panel discussion. Bruno Jean (Universite de Quebec a Rimouski) picked up on the governance theme. He made it clear to the group that as a result of the research undertaken through the NRE, the thinking of the governance team has shifted. Their work and experience has shown that governance is indeed more than government. It is about how collectivities make decisions. The group now argues for new rural governance where civil society, private and public sectors collaborate in decision making. The identification of what is urban and what is rural is being altered by changing transportation, living and work patterns. The relationship between rural and urban is changing also. Jean pointed out the challenge of urban dwellers believing that they have the right to participate in the management of rural amenities such as water, forestry, food production. This poses real conundrums for rural residents.

Tom Briggs from Prince George addressed the rural/urban identification issue by first asking and then providing a response to the question; is there a difference between rural and urban? His response was ‘it depends’ on the region, and on distance, among others variables. He argues that the definition of ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ is not the most pressing issue to pursue. Rather, the important discussion may be around finding ways for residents, urban and rural to coexist. Urban and rural residents may share concerns as in the example of water but their approaches might be different. This is where the need to find ways to work together becomes crucial. He pointed out that there are a number of B.C. examples of regional community cooperation which have resulted in better service provision to citizens, e.g. 911 services.

Robert Bish elaborated on his earlier comments in relation to the morning’s discussion. He pointed out that rural communities within metro areas do not have problems of service provision because they tend to collaborate to provide effective, efficient services; it is municipalities that are not close to other municipal governments that have the real challenges. He posited that regional district models can be effective and that governance must be looked at from the demand side first. What does the public need and then, at the production side in terms of local government management (essentially governance by function). The ability of municipalities to work together sharing staff, potentially highly skilled municipal officials can provide them with the opportunities they might not otherwise be able to take advantage of. 

Additional comments made by session participants pointed out that the nature of ‘ruralness’ must be made palatable and available to policy makers to ensure appropriate attention. The challenge may be that the discussion often becomes too theoretical and that policy decisions cannot be operationalized.  In addition, in many provinces the ability of municipalities to collaborate or integrate at the local level may be hampered by inattentive provincial governments that do not provide the necessary tools, such as financial controls. A caution about definition and language was tabled with the example of the different understanding of First Nations of the term governance. 


During the plenary session, a wide ranging general discussion identified what had been missed in relation to rural/urban interaction and what the priorities for CRRF should be. Rob Greenwood started off by identifying the fact that an additional challenge to rural areas is that rural assets like water, space and clean air, are increasingly valued but the rate of return is very low. A major challenge is to promote entrepreneurship around these opportunities in rural areas with control remaining in the hands of rural residents – perhaps an opportunity to retain young people. Other issues considered to be important included population issues, out-migration, in-migration, immigration   and demographics. Best practices in knowledge mobilization from research to policy to practice was a real concern. Looking at methods of community collaboration, for example, First Nations and Non-First Nations and looking at the intersection of the old and the new, economies, land use jurisdiction  impacts of regulations and safeguards were all added to the list of issues to be considered. Additional comments were made concerning the necessity of making rural palatable to politicians and officials. The use of regional policy is too often used as a policy panacea although the fact that little thought goes into operationalization often leading to failure and cycles of discontent. Municipal financing issues and the role of partnerships - particularly the FCM/CRRF partnership - were also highlighted. 

Bill Reimer led off the final session of the Think Tank looking at next steps. He addressed how the NRE work is already touching some of the issues identified, in particular how do rural/urban interactions work. An area touched on but requiring additional work is that of the renegotiations of rural and urban relations. Making resources and assets related to rural areas visible and valuable can contribute to the renegotiations and demonstrate how rural communities can best position themselves. Altering the usual perspective of  governance by looking at the demand side first – what the public needs and then at the production side – what and how government can be managed to provide it is as well an area that can be mined. A third area aimed at addressing gaps in the literature are around interactions, institutions and identity. Communication  and knowledge mobilization will continue to be a significant motivator for the NRE as researchers work to develop methodologies and language that is appropriate for practitioners and policy makers. Different kinds of partnership will be required to accomplish the translation of research results into action.

Larry McDermott elaborated on the desired outcomes of the collaboration between FCM and CRRF.  These included six areas: the need to better understand rural communities/ municipalities and the value to both rural and urban citizens; the need for better understanding of rural strengths and weaknesses including the importance of the voluntary sector; clear assessments of the infrastructure gap including the issues of regional government and adjacency; identification of revitalization opportunities including First Nations communities, new revenue streams and youth retention strategies; a better understanding of local decision –making, not limited to municipalities but also issue oriented communities; and finally, how rural residents organize themselves to strengthen their voice, looking beyond Canada, acting collectively and impacting the National agenda. 

The Think Tank concluded with thank yous from Rob Greenwood on behalf of CRRF and a commitment to move forward with a CRRF agenda that respected the views expressed during the very lively nine hours of debate, insight and, in the end, overall agreement on future direction.
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