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Introduction

As redundant as it may seem, there is
a key question to be raised with

regard to any economic development
agency: “Have staff members the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes neces-
sary to successfully plan and implement
economic development projects?” If the
answer is “No,” a second question is in
order: “Are training funds available and
accessible to correct the deficit?”

These two questions are basic to all
management interventions  in  private
and public sector organizations and
companies.  Within  the  First Nations
communities, where Nicola Valley In-
stitute of Technology (NVIT) has expe-
rience, the answer to the first question on
existing capacity is a resounding “No,”
and the answer to the second is “It de-
pends.”

Both these responses carry signifi-
cant implications for policy at the local,
regional, and national levels.

Economic Development Training
at NVIT

NVIT began conducting Community
Economic Development training in
1987. Its five years of experience have
put it in direct contact (minimum two
weeks training) with at least 150 indi-
viduals involved in economic develop-
ment from every province and territory
in Canada. 80% of the participants were
individuals currently employed by First
Nation organizations.

NVIT’s understanding of the skills
required by these organizations’ project
and management staff derives from the
development, design, and delivery of
course material based on research con-
ducted in B.C. and verified throughout
Canada. Our data clearly indicates that
many economic development staff
across Canada lack even the most basic
skills of the trade: how to conduct com-

munity consultation; the preparation of
prefeasibility studies, proposals, and re-
ports; and the management or develop-
ment of the organizations in which they
work.

It goes without saying that the more
advanced skills are also in short supply.
Many staff are unschooled in the fields
of strategic planning, business analysis,
economic development strategy formu-
lation, joint venturing, and capital pool
management—all  of which  often  re-
quire their participation.

Extensive staff training—meas-
ured in years of study

and practice, not short work-
shops—is required if First Na-
tion organizations are to par-
ticipate as equals in the eco-

nomic development game

These comments are not made to de-
grade the level of effort and commitment
that many Economic Development Offi-
cers (EDOs)  have  displayed on their
jobs, nor to discredit the success of pro-
jects in which they have played a part.

On the contrary, EDOs deserve praise
for the learning abilities they demon-
strate  in  the assignments and  exams
completed during intensive, 1-2 week
courses delivered by NVIT in various
places in Canada. Be that as it may, it is
essential to  acknowledge  the  serious
shortages which NVIT constantly en-
counters during  the delivery of  these
courses.

Training Required

This isn’t news to those working in
the field of economic development. Em-
ployment and Immigration Canada has
after all identified the shortage of eco-
nomic development skills. It is also a

familiar topic of discussion for those
involved in building the organizational
capacity of service organizations.

What NVIT has ascertained (which
may also come as no surprise to many)
is that the development of this capacity
takes a significant amount of time. Not
days, but weeks and months of study and
practice are required to develop these
skilled individuals. In the private sector,
the minimum amount of training is often
four years of university for entry level
positions in this field and six years for
many management positions.

To begin functioning satisfactorily in
any decision-making  role in the eco-
nomic development field (with supervi-
sion from a fully-qualified individual)
requires at least one year of training.
After just a half year of training, how-
ever, employees dramatically increase
the quantity and quality of their work.
After two years of training, they can
begin functioning  as  a Band’s EDO,
again given the supervision or guidance
of someone with greater understanding
of economic development  processes.
The operative  words here are “begin
functioning.”

NVIT has developed an  extension
program that requires just twelve weeks
of intensive workshop training to fulfil
requirements equivalent to one year of
university education. This program has
been split into two 6-week sections
which are usually taught on a 1-week per
month basis. This arrangement meets
the needs of people who are presently
employed by First Nation organizations
in the economic development field.

Availability and Accessibility of
Training Funds

To date, funding for training of this
magnitude has been available through
the post-secondary education channels
handled by Bands and Tribal Councils
for applicants who are prepared to quit
their jobs and attend an academic insti-
tution full-time. Funds for training indi-
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viduals already “on the job” has been
harder to locate. Judging by the increas-
ing number of communities who are re-
questing and paying for NVIT’s
services, there are ways to patch together
enough dollars to host single or multiple
courses. It takes significant creativity
and political pressure  to secure  this
money, however.  Many groups have
been unable to access funds to mount the
training.

Given the length of training needed
and thus the amount of money required
to deliver it, a review of funding criteria
and availability is in order. The mini-
mum funding required for a coherent
training regime is $100,000 for a class of
15-18 students (excluding travel and ac-
commodation for participants). A com-
mitment to that much again is necessary
for a full year of training at the university
level. (Even after a single year of post-
secondary education, First Nation mem-
bers are often required to work on an
equal footing with people who have far
greater training and supervised experi-
ence.)

The key point here is that extensive
training  (to be  measured in terms of

years, not short workshops) is required
for First Nation economic development
staff. This has to be done if First Nation
organizations and individuals are going
to participate as equals in the economic
development  game.  The  cost of that
training will be at least $200,000 per
group of 15-18. That is a very small
investment, compared to the results of
just one successfully planned and imple-
mented business in each community.

Magnitude

It is not possible to estimate the mag-
nitude of need for this type of training
without the completion of a comprehen-
sive needs assessment. But judging from
our research in B.C. and what NVIT has
seen nation-wide, it would be safe to say
that the training would benefit most eco-
nomic development project and man-
agement staff working for Bands, Tribal
Councils, and development corpora-
tions.

Given the relatively high promotion
rate of trained management staff, about
one new individual would be needed
every third year. For manpower planners

estimating entry level job training, this
does not appear as an overestimate for
the next decade as the system absorbs
qualified people.

A conservative target for a basic, com-
petency-building strategy like this would
be 100 new entrants per year for the next
five years at the first year university level,
and an additional 50 per year starting at the
second year level. The cost of mounting
this would be about $3 million per year.
Not a lot, compared to potential results
nation-wide.

This investment in training
will cultivate the management

talent needed to fill the
widening range of occupations
in the field of First Nation eco-

nomic development

In addition, this training investment
will broaden the base of practitioners
from which can spring the management
talent needed to fill the widening range
of occupational choices in the field of
First Nation economic development.

Conclusion

Community Economic Development
is a process through which institutions
with the capacity to do accountable busi-
ness development are created and sus-
tained. Institutions built without serious,
systematic attention to the development
of a competent cadre of First Nation
EDOs will be about as effective as
houses built on a sandbar.

Without an ongoing, long-term gov-
ernment commitment to support quality
training, the  development  process  in
many communities will continue to be
unnecessarily weak and vulnerable. If
governments are wise, they will recog-
nize this fact and act accordingly. There
are no substitutes, no quick fixes. Invest-
ment in the fostering of community-
based talent is a necessity for the
foreseeable future.�

Victor Cumming is the Department Head of
Community Economic Development at
Nicola Valley Institute of Technology
(Merritt, B.C.)

JOB POSTING

Trainers—Community Economic Development
The Community Economic Development Department of Ni-
cola Valley Institute of Technology (NVIT), staffed by a mix
of full- and part-time trainers, requires staff people at the
Trainer, Associate Trainer, and Apprentice levels to help
meet the growing demand for extension courses offered
across Canada. The positions require people with skills and
abilities in running 1- or 2-week workshops at the college
level.
The individuals would need to be comfortable working with
First Nations participants, understand the group develop-
ment process, and have strong skills in at least one of the
following: community development, organizational develop-
ment, or small business development. The positions require
working off-site at least 1 week per month to fulfil our present

contracts in northern, western, and eastern Canada.
These are exciting and challenging positions for individuals who enjoy developing
and implementing participant-focused education opportunities for adults. Indi-
viduals of First Nations ancestry are encouraged to apply.

EDUCATIONAL REQUIREMENTS
Trainers: a Masters Degree in a related field with a minimum of 10 years professional
experience or the equivalent of education and professional experience.

Associate Trainers: a Bachelors Degree in a related field and 5 years of related
experience.

Apprentices: College Diploma in a related field with a minimum of 2 years of related
experience.

NVIT is a First Nations-owned and -operated, provincially-accredited College.

CLOSING DATE: April 16, 1992
CONTACT: Victor Cumming, CED Department Head, NVIT, Box 399, Merritt, B.C. V0K
2B0 Telephone (604) 378-2251
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