
by Cynthia Pollock Shea

Editor’s Note: This article is based on an excerpt from a report currently being prepared by Cynthia Pollock Shea of the
International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) for the Minister of Human Resource Development, Lloyd Axworthy.
The complete document describes and analyzes the results of a unique conference held in Winnipeg last June, entitled
“Employment and Sustainable Development: Opportunities for Canada.”

Convened by the IISD at Axworthy’s request, participants from the corporate, labour, academic, environmental, government, and
CED constituencies shared views and information on a wide range of development issues, including the connections between
sustainable development and CED. Of particular policy importance was the crucial conclusion the conference came to, that the
community sector is a key partner, along with the private and public sectors, in making sustainable development happen. Other
important discussions concerned sectors that hold special promise for strategies that link job creation with sustainable
development: retrofitting for energy efficiency, eco-sensitive tourism, the renewal of forests and forest-based communities,
fisheries restoration and aquaculture, the revitalization of agriculture, materials management and recycling, environmental
technologies, and urban planning. By way of illustration, we juxtapose with Shea’s remarks two additional profiles of CED
organizations that Mike Lewis described in a paper he prepared for the conference.

Given the results of this conference, perhaps Mr. Axworthy will better understand that community capacity is critical to
government attempts to reform the social security system.

In economies as in nature, diversity is a source of stability.
Large, tightly woven webs are stronger and more resilient.

They can be repaired a little bit at a time, and can keep growing
or can be filled in as circumstances require. The whole is much
stronger than any individual part.

Putting the Canadian economy back on a firm footing
likewise requires a multitude of diverse efforts that reconcile
and integrate goals which hitherto have seemed unrelated, or
even mutually opposed. Given current economic, environ-
mental, and social conditions, it is clear that these new strate-
gies must:

� minimize environmental impact by using energy, materials,
and resources efficiently.

� restore degraded ecosystems and enhance biodiversity.

� include marginalized members of society such as the poor,
the unemployed, youth, women, minorities, First Nations,
and people with disabilities.

� generate profits or at least reduce costs.

� result in the greatest synergies and spin-off effects.

� provide goods and services required in international and
domestic markets.

� build the local, regional, and national capacity required to
respond to rapid change.

A more integrated approach to development is required,
one that is sustainable over the long term by virtue of a
simultaneous promotion of economic, environmental, and so-
cial gain. Its watchword must be “to meet the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs.”

NATIONAL FACILITATION OF LOCAL INITIATIVE

There is a great need for government assistance in the
development of this new economy. Reducing the jurisdictional
overlap among federal ministries and federal, provincial, and
municipal governments would help to streamline and co-ordi-
nate policy. So would lowering the regulatory and institutional
barriers that drain off time, money, and energy.
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On the positive side, government could implement fiscal
policies that reward stewardship, income generation and sav-
ings, rather than those which encourage consumption and
spending. It could promote infrastructure that revitalizes city
centers, instead of encouraging sprawl. Loan guarantees and
grants to assist local initiatives and strengthen regional econo-
mies would be a wiser use of resources than financial assistance
to megaprojects.

The role of the federal government is to provide leadership
and policy supportive of a new economy. Government cannot,
however, control and deliver all the planning, training, net-
working, and financing required. By focusing on the ends—the
desired performance and objectives—rather than the means by
which they are attained—government can provide guidance
without thwarting initiative.

Putting the Canadian economy back on a firm
footing likewise requires a multitude of diverse
efforts that reconcile and integrate goals which

hitherto have seemed unrelated, or even
mutually opposed.

Many of the means—the innovative technologies, prod-
ucts, services, and designs—have already been developed in
communities across this country and internationally. They are
ready for replication in the market place. These instruments of
“community economic development” reflect many of the val-
ues of sustainable development. In fact, a more intentional
combination of the economic and social focus of community
economic development initiatives with the goal of protecting
and restoring environmental systems could give rise to a potent
force for achieving sustainable development.

CED & SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT:
THE EXAMPLE OF RÉSO

Community economic development strategies recognize
the need to strengthen entire systems, not just component parts.
They promote co-operation and symbiotic relationships among
public, private, and community interests. They endeavour to
increase linkages between local activities and to decrease leak-
ages. Strategic efforts that achieve synergies, that include and
empower the greatest number of people, and that strengthen
economic competitiveness are the keys to success. Organizing
alliances to mobilize people, finances, technical expertise, and
real property are the tools.

With a focus on development that empowers marginalized
communities and individuals, successful CED efforts incorpo-
rate a multi-functional approach. They provide or facilitate
equity investment; lending accompanied by technical assis-
tance to borrowers; human resource development; and re-
search, planning, advisory and advocacy services.

Rather than addressing local socio-economic needs di-
rectly, government could make more efficient use of its re-
sources by facilitating the activities of community-based
organizations such as RÉSO. RÉSO (Regroupement pour la

GROWING A NEW ECONOMY: THE GREAT
NORTHERN PENINSULA OF NEWFOUNDLAND

The remote stretch of 400 kilometres which makes up
the northwest arm of Newfoundland has 25,000 peo-

ple scattered across it, mainly in the numerous fishing
villages that hug the coastline.

Tired of short-term, piecemeal employment funding,
six Regional Development Associations in 1987 estab-
lished the Great Northern Peninsula Development Corpo-
ration (GNPDC). The GNPDC was designed to
proactively work to strengthen the region’s economic
base. A key strategy for reaching this goal was to establish
GNPDC as an owner of business assets that could gen-
erate or capture a broad range of benefits for the commu-
nities of the peninsula. This strategy was also intended to
create an economic base that would sustain the develop-
ment corporation independently of government financing.
GNPDC recognized that growing an economy was a
long-term process. To become a key actor in this process
required a sustainable financial base.

An example of this strategy in action is GNPDC’s 1988
decision to organize a partnership with five local sawmill and
woods operators, “Northchip Limited.” GNPDC owns 51% of
the shares in Northchip; the rest belong to the sawmill and
woods operators. GNPDC also has a contractual arrange-
ment to provide management services to Northchip.The firm
has since introduced woodchipping technology to the region
and has an on-going contract to supply woodchips to the
thermal plant in nearby Roddickton. In 1993 Northchip diver-
sified into the lumber industry with the establishment of its
own sawmill operation atRoddickton.Local fallers supply the
sawmill with logs and the lumber is sold in the provincial and
mainland building supply markets. Northchip is currently
establishing asmall kiln-drying operation and moving into the
production of secondary wood products like construction
mouldings. A machine shop is also being established to
pursue research and development in the diversificationof the
local forest industry.

GNPDC’s entrepreneurial initiative in organizing the
small operators to partner in Northchip has created over
30 direct jobs. The same initiative has also maintained and
enhanced another 100 jobs in what had been a declining,
small-operator segment of the forest industry.

The GNPDC is also a partner in GNP Craft Producers
Limited, a producer and marketer of local sealskin crafts.
This company is currently involved in the development of
a unique range of craft products made from the all-natural
process of bark-tanned sealskins.

GNPDC is currently involved in a number of projects
relating to venture development and R&D:
� Considerable resources are being devoted to the estab-

lishment of an arctic char farming industry on the penin-
sula. GNPDC operates a small experimental �
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relance économique et social du sud-ouest de Montréal) has a
mandate for the economic and social renewal of southwest
Montreal, an area that has suffered continuous industrial de-
cline over the last 20 years. In some neighbourhoods, 50
percent of the population is on social assistance and unemploy-
ment reaches 35 percent.

Organized in 1989, RÉSO is a membership-based organi-
zation focused on renewal of the five poor neighbourhoods in
the  southwest. Its board  structure  consists of four repre-
sentatives elected by the community movement, two elected
by the trade unions in the area, one from big business and one
from small business, also elected by their constituencies.

RÉSO provides both employability and business services.
The organization is also involved in issues related to land use,
development of infrastructure, and local promotion. It experi-
ments with innovative approaches to reaching the people hard-
est to reach, such as chronically unemployed youth. Formetal,
a successful training business in the metallurgical field, has
come out of this effort.

Over the last two years, RÉSO has trained (directly or
through controlled brokerage) over 1500 poor people. Training
investments  are  continuously becoming  more  effectively
linked to the local labour market, in large part because of the
unique relationship RÉSO has fostered with businesses in the
southwest.

RÉSO has provided technical assistance to over 200 busi-
nesses in the last two years. Outreach efforts rely in part on an
early warning system, whereby trade unions that see an enter-
prise coming into difficulty (e.g., a business owner retiring with
no buyer, financial problems) notify RÉSO. It then sits down
with management and others to problem-solve around product
development, marketing, and financial restructuring.

A more intentional combination of the
economic and social focus of community

economic development initiatives with the goal
of protecting and restoring environmental
systems could give rise to a potent force for

achieving sustainable development.

The intelligence RÉSO gains from involvement with so
many large and small businesses has provided it with a detailed
understanding of the local labour market and its emerging roles
and job training needs. This has a direct impact on the ability
of RÉSO to tailor its training investments to real demand.
Competency-based curricula,  derived  directly from busi-
ness/labour market profiles, are now being developed and
delivered. Through this integrated approach, RÉSO is building
effective bridges between the needs of the poor and the needs
of the business community.

There is evidence that the partnership RÉSO represents is
having other dramatic impacts. The largest manufacturer in
southwest Montreal, for example (whose president is on the
RÉSO board) now sees community economic development as
a vital component of his business plan. He is beginning sys-
tematically to link the company’s $70 million annual procure-

hatchery at Daniel’s Harbour and a cage grow-out op-
eration is being piloted. One business venture shall
shortly spin off from the hatchery’s operations, and it is
hoped that local entrepreneurs shall launch still others.

� In partnership with the Marine Institute and Westviking
College, GNPDC recently initiated a program to train
14 local people in the techniques and practices of
arctic char farming.

� The corporation is working closely with mussel farmers
in the Roddickton and Main Brook area to develop local
capacity to process and market cultured mussels.

� Research has been undertaken to assess the feasibility
of two strategies: using cooling water from the Roddick-
ton thermal plant for fish farming; and the harvest of
non-traditional fish species to help reduce the depend-
ency of local processors on traditional fish products.

� GNPDC has recently co-ordinated the introduction of
an  instrument  called the “nordmore grate” to the
shrimp fishery off the west coast and southern Labra-
dor. The grate allows the by-catch to be sorted on local
shrimp trawls and helps to conserve fish stocks.

There havebeensetbacks.Theclosure ofGreatNorthern
Seafoods Limited, a partnership between the GNPDC and
several local fish processors, put 135 people out of work.
Despite this and other disappointments, the organization
continues play a crucial, entrepreneurial role in the penin-
sula’s economy. However, it would not have survived to do
so had it not built up significant assets. Today, with the
financial transactions of the corporation and its subsidiaries
totaling some $3 million annually, GNPDC is well on its way
to becoming a self-sustaining organization that re-invests its
profits in regional economic development.

TAKING CONTROL OF
AN ECONOMY IN
TRANSITION:
REVELSTOKE, B.C.

Nestled in the Rocky
Mountains, Revelstoke was suffering serious decline

by the mid-1980s. Its traditional dependence on large-
scale employers bit hard and deep into the local economy
and way of life. The completion of the Revelstoke Dam
terminated 2800 jobs. The closure of the local sawmill put
another  250 people out of work. Then a local mine
closed—yet another 100 jobs gone. By 1986, the unem-
ployment rate was 25%. Over one third of the houses were
on the market.

Since then, concerted action has effected a substantial
improvement. Unemployment is down to 10%. There is a
healthy demand for property. The city has developed a
vision of itself as a vibrant mountain community with a
diversified, sustainable local economy. �
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ment budget to southwest Montreal businesses. This has al-
ready led to a Spanish supplier opening a business in Montreal
in order to retain the $5-6 million contract it has enjoyed for
several years. The result is another 30-40 jobs for neighbour-
hood people. In the height of a recessionary period, southwest
Montreal, for the first time in over 20 years, has halted the
decline in its manufacturing base.

RÉSO is now planning to add direct business ownership as
an element of its strategy. By building an economic base for
itself, RÉSO will reduce its vulnerability to government fund-
ing and vest the community of southwest Montreal as an owner
in the local economy.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT & CED:
THE EXAMPLE OF WILLAPA BAY

In Willapa Bay, in southwestern Washington state, Ecotrust
has married the concepts of economic development and envi-
ronmental restoration. Now in the third year of its 1,000 year
plan (the life span of the most long-lived species in the water-
shed), Ecotrust is working to support local entrepreneurs who
will benefit the environment, the economy, and the commu-
nity.

As their mandate expands to include the
restoration of ecological health as well as the

development of local businesses, CED
organizations can play a significant role
in promoting “economic growth without

the hangover” and in expanding
employment opportunities.

Willapa is the cleanest large estuary in the United States.
The regional economy has traditionally been based on forestry.
The companies Ecotrust has chosen to assist are both using and
restoring the traditional resource base. One company is creat-
ing a viable fish and caviar industry  by revitalizing  stur-
geon—the same species  that feeds  on the primary food
competitor of oysters and clams. Two firms have been estab-
lished to make paneling and furniture out of alderwood, a
regrowth species that had formerly been considered a weed.

A green industrial park is also being planned, but will not
be started until an inventory of all species on the 700-acre site
has been taken. Success will be measured in profits as well as
the ability to retain the local beaver family. All businesses in
the Ecotrust program donate 1% of their profits to environ-
mental monitoring of the region.

Little is wasted and nothing is taken for granted at Willapa.
The shrimp and crab shells that had long gone to local landfills
are now being processed to extract their chitin. Clairol uses the
extract in its hair sprays, violin and guitar manufacturers use it
in instrument strings, and the medical community is using it on
the lesions of AIDS patients and in dissolvable sutures. Any
excess chitin is mixed with sawmill waste and returned to the
soil as compost.

This has been accomplished through a combination
of measures: the development of a comprehensive
strategy; on-going planning; the establishment of a se-
ries of related development organizations; and the imple-
mentation of an array of actions and projects consistent
with the community’s overall economic strategy.

In 1985, Revelstoke prepared an economic develop-
ment strategy, one of the first in the province. It was based
on wide community consultation and helped give shape
to a number of strategic partnerships as well as priorities
for action in the effort to stem the tide of economic decline.

Planning, much of it broadly based and participatory,
has been a basic feature of the Revelstoke process from
the first. Visioning, to cite one aspect of the process, has
engaged a wide cross-section of people. It will form the
basis for a review and reformulation of the economic
development strategy due by the end of 1994.

Several organizations have been established in the last
decade: an economic development commission in 1984;
a revitalization committee in 1985; designation as a Com-
munity Futures community in 1987; and the creation of a
community forest corporation in 1993.

The value of these types of organization, many of which
are present in other B.C. communities, has been substan-
tially enhanced by their willingness to plan and work in
partnership. This is epitomized by the Revelstoke Enterprise
Centre which houses the Chamber of Commerce, the Com-
munity Futures Society, the Business Development Centre,
and the Economic Development Commission. The organi-
zations share overhead costs and administrative staff. Their
staff are of a high calibre and see themselves as working
together for Revelstoke as opposed to protecting their own

turf. The organizations are committed to
working towards  the fulfilment  of  the
Revelstoke vision. They see the delivery
of their programs as tools to achieve the
community vision.

What has emerged is a local develop-
ment system rather than just a collection

of programs. All the components for success in economic
development are present: an equity-building strategy (the
community-owned forestry corporation); a locally  ac-
countable source of business credit (the Business Devel-
opment Centre); a capacity to plan and implement human
resource development strategy; and a capacity for strate-
gic planning and research.

Several initiatives have been implemented through this
system of local control and action. Some key examples:
� A $2.8M heritage restoration program funded in part

by a tax increase that residents supported at a time of
economic distress (1986).

� Development of a comprehensive tourism strategy.
� The Heritage Railway Museum fundedby the Community

Initiatives program (an aspect of Community Futures ).�
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FORGING A LINK

Community economic development agencies have tra-
ditionally emphasized the building of locally accountable
organizations that are committed to alleviating poverty and
increasing social equity. By putting the environment and
people first, these agencies can devise development strate-
gies tailored to the strengths and needs of specific regions.
As their mandate expands to include the restoration of
ecological health as well as the development of local busi-
nesses, these organizations can play a significant role in
promoting “economic growth without the hangover” and in
expanding employment opportunities. Accelerating the dis-
semination and replication of these best practices would
provide guidance, and ultimately jobs, to communities
around the country.�

For copies of Shea’s complete report, “Employment and Sustainable
Development: Opportunities for Canada,” contact the International
Institute for SustainableDevelopment (IISD) at 161PortageAvenueEast,
Suite 600, Winnipeg, MB R3B 0Y4 Tel. (204) 958-7700 Fax (204)
958-7710.

The descriptions of RÉSO, the Great Northern Peninsula Development
Corporation, and Revelstoke all originate in “Community Economic
Development: Lessons from the Trenches—Directions for the Future,”
prepared for the Employment and Sustainable Development Conference
by Mike Lewis. Copies of this paper, as well as disk copies of all the other
papers prepared for the conference, can also be obtained from IISD.

� Establishment of a Business Development Centre and a
Self-Employment Assistance program aimed at economic
diversification through small business development.

� Using the Community Futures Committee as a vehicle for
organizing and brokering training. It has run such targeted
programs as Project Success, that provides life skills,
literacy, and other “basic training” for helping the long-
term unemployed return to the job market.

� Establishing the community-owned Community  Forest
Corporation to purchase and manage a tree farm license
(TFL). Funding came from the City (again with taxpayer
approval) and from local sawmill owners who were not
receiving an adequate supply of wood from TFL-owners
from outside the community.

Revelstoke is well positioned for the future. It has secured
its forest industries base and its ability to manage the forest.
The Community Forest Corporation is already generating
healthy profits which will be reinvested locally. The community
has created a system of development organizations that can
co-ordinate efforts to build local equity, access to credit,
planning, research, technical support, and human resource
development. Lastly, the local development organizations
have demonstrated an ability to mobilize resources within and
outside Revelstoke in order to advance the realization of the
community’s vision.�
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Social Security
Reform Stalled

While announcements continue to
be made about federal-provincial

pilots aimed at breeding innovation in
Canada’s social  security system, the
overall reform effort may be languish-
ing. Québec’s provincial  election ap-
pears to be a factor in the stall. The
provinces’ response to the draft of the
long-awaited options paper, due to be
released first in April, then in July, is
contributing to the delay, however. The
paper may be released in its revised form
in late September.

Attempts to elevate CED’s best
practice into the debate through the Na-
tional Policy Group of the Centre for
Community Enterprise (CCE) were
well-received by the task force ap-
pointed by the Minister for Human Re-
source Development, Lloyd Axworthy.
Unfortunately, the reference to CED in
the task force’s report does not appear to
have never made it through the Cabinet
Committee. The draft that went to the
provinces is reported to have included a
general reference to the importance of
community participation. But this may
well amount to little more than an inten-
tion to invite stakeholder groups to ad-
vise a  decentralized, integrated “one
window” delivery system. In other

words, government control remains the
order of the day.

As indicated in previous issues of
Making Waves, the CCE National Pol-
icy Group will complete an analysis of
the options paper once it is released. The
analysis will be made available to the
growing number of CED organizations
making submissions to the parliamen-
tary committee responsible  for sub-
sequent public hearings on the options
document. Please get in touch by phone
or mail want to receive a copy of the
analysis. Contact the CCE National Pol-
icy Group, Site 142, C-14, Port Alberni,
BC V9Y 7L5, Tel/Fax (604) 723-1139,
E-mail wdgpa@web.apc.org.�
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