
F E A T U R E S

Will a Regional Approach to CED
Work in Nova Scotia?
While some people are encouraged, others are expressing concern about

government’s new plan to co-ordinate community economic development

throughout the province

Boards made up of municipal government

representatives and business and com-

munity leaders will oversee these new

agencies. The new agencies, called Re-

gional Development Authorities (RDAs),

will be funded by equal contributions

from the government of Nova Scotia, gov-

ernment of Canada and local municipal

governments. These 12 new agencies will

be responsible for planning and co-ordi-

nating community economic develop-

ment activities in addition to encouraging

business growth and job creation.

Some see this new plan as the best

approach to stimulate greater results from

community economic development on a

province-wide basis. Others are express-

ing concern that the new approach has

been imposed on communities and ig-

nores the real strengths of what commu-

nity economic development is all about.

One thing is clear, though: during the

past twelve months there has been a lot

of change taking place. Many of the old

economic development commissions and

community development groups that

were active in communities throughout

the province have been shut down in fa-

vour of new regional de-

velopment agencies.

Where once there

were dozens of co-ordi-

nating groups for com-

munity development

and economic develop-

ment, today there are

just 14 for the entire

province of Nova Scotia.

WHAT IS THE NEW

APPROACH & WAS IT

NECESSARY?

Historically,      govern-

ments in Nova Scotia

were not major players in

the field of community

economic development.

Instead they opted for a strategy that

focused primarily on economic develop-

ment. This new plan, that sees Nova Sco-

tia divided into twelve community eco-

nomic development zones, has shifted

attention away from the traditional at-

tempts to recruit large industries from

outside of Nova Scotia to come set up

shop here, to an approach that is sup-

posed to focus on getting communities to

take charge of their own destinies and

build and expand on businesses that al-

ready exist.

Chris Bryant, executive director of

Community Economic Development for

the Nova Scotia Economic Renewal

Agency says, “Due to competition and a

restructuring of the global economy,

there are severe limita-

tions to the old indus-

trial recruitment strat-

egy. This new approach

is the reverse of the old

one.”

There is widespread

agreement that the old

industrial recruitment

approach had failed to

deliver real change or im-

provement for most com-

munities. Many people

thoughare also expressing

doubts about this new

approach.

Not because they are

against community eco-

nomic development as

an effective way to bring about change in

communities. Rather, they doubt

whether the structure that has been im-
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A fter years of talking about a co-ordinated approach to community

economic development in Nova Scotia, a plan to do it is finally in place.

And although a lot of Nova Scotians may not have noticed it yet, this

new plan is up and running.

Nova Scotia has been divided into 12 economic zones that will now be

responsible for planning and setting the direction for local development and

economic growth.

“We are moving

away from a

reliance on bringing

industry in. Let’s

build on our own

communities.”

Chris Bryant, executive director,

Community Economic Develop-

ment, Nova Scotia Economic

Renewal Agency
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plemented by government will really fo-

cus on community economic develop-

ment. Many are wondering if it is just a

way to cut costs and shift responsibility

for economic development to communi-

ties and volunteers. Jim Legge, of the

District 5 Community Development As-

sociation in Halifax County says, “I see

this whole new approach as somewhat of

an experiment on the Province’s part as

to how they can download on volunteers

to do economic development without

spending a lot of money.” And make no

mistake - money played a big role in the

push for a new regional approach to devel-

opment activities.

Traditionally there were dozens of de-

velopment commissions and community

development groupsspreadthroughoutthe

province in communities of every size.

Some had large budgets, others had no

budget. Some had full-time staff, others

had volunteers. Some had strategic plans

to guide development, others did not.

Chris Bryant is quick to point out, “It

was never easy for government to deal

with this mixed bag of groups and agen-

cies. With decision-making power cen-

tered in alifax there was no effective way

to get communities to plan or co-operate

effectively.”

There was also the ever-growing prob-

lem of reduced funding for all govern-

ment departments including economic

development programs and services. The

government of Nova Scotia had always

provided some funding to help maintain

the activities of economic development

groups, with municipalities providing

varying levels of support. The govern-

ment of Canada also provided funding for

community and economic development

through ACOA and the Community Fu-

tures Program of H uman Resources De-

velopment Canada. It was becoming clear

that as time passed the

amount of money avail-

able from government to

support community eco-

nomicdevelopmentwould

continue to decline.

Jim Stanley, Director

of Community Eco-

nomic Development for

ACOA says, “We needed

to find a way to use pub-

lic funds more effec-

tively. There was need

for co-ordinated and con-

solidated local activity.”

One of the criticisms

of the new regional de-

velopment approach is

that financial resources

are being spread too thin. These new

agencies can cover regions that include

large populations or huge geographic ar-

eas, and there is concern that the job

cannot be done with the available budget.

There is fear that smaller communities

will be ignored or forgotten when the

money runs low.

Leonard Buckles of the Cheticamp

Development Commission points out

that the newly established Strait Area

Development Authority covers Inverness

County, Victoria County, Richmond

County, and the towns of Port H awkes-

bury and Mulgrave.

The $300,000 annual operating

budget of most RDAs only covers admini-

stration, salary, and office costs, leaving

very little for investment in community

projects.

Jim Legge echoes those concerns when

he speaks of the H alifax County situation.

“The RDA doesn’t have that much money

to go for all of H alifax County.”

While a regional approach may have

solved the funding and co-ordination

problem for government, it was a disaster

for many of the community development

groups that already existed around the

province. Suddenly what little funding

they had been receiving

was cancelled and redi-

rected to the regional

development authority.

For long-established and

-successful community

development groups,

this abandonment was

difficult.

The Cheticamp De-

velopment Commission

is an example of one

long running develop-

ment agency that was

engaged in successful

community develop-

ment work, but was

passed over in favour of

the establishment of a

larger regional body.

Many groups like this, that relied on

volunteers and community support for

their existence, believed strongly that

they were already doing community eco-

nomic development. And they felt it

could be done much more effectively on

the local level rather than by a larger re-

gional body.

COASTAL COMMUNITIES NEWS is periodically

published by the Coastal Communities

Network, a volunteer organization rep-

resenting the interests of Nova Scotia’s

coastal communities. Its editor, Mark

Bower, is also the Network’ s director.

For more information, contact him at

the Trade Mart Building, P.O. Box 578,

Halifax NS B3J 2S9 (tel) 902-424-8955

(fax) 902-424-0666. “We needed to find a

way to use public

funds more effec-

tively. There was a

need for co-ordinated

and consolidated

local activity.”

Jim Stanley, Director of

Community Economic

Development, ACOA
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Leonard Buckles says, “It would have

been better to have taken that money and

put it into true community agencies that

were controlled by community boards.

There needs to be more community con-

trol and less control by municipal govern-

ments.”

And as it has worked out, so far, most

Regional Development authority boards

are dominated by municipal politicians.

Leonard Buckles thinks this is the wrong

way to go. “You get too much interfer-

ence.” H e goes on to say, “I don’t consider

these new RDAs to be true community

structures. They were created by govern-

ment therefore they are government

structures. The members are mostly ap-

pointed and elected by municipal govern-

ments. Communities need to select the

members.”

There was a real upheaval for existing

development groups when the new re-

gional approach was implemented. Many

existing groups were hard at work imple-

menting community development plans.

Having to stop that momentum in mid

stream may have set some communities

back a number of years.

Rick McCready, the former director of

the Louisbourg Planning Commission,

says, “Unfortunately because of the re-

gional approach we lost a local organiza-

tion. The co-ordination is missing at the

local level. The work being done was valu-

able enough. In some form or another a

local organization needs to be main-

tained.”

McCready goes on to say, “There

needs to be a decentralization of the Re-

gional Development Authority so smaller

communities are well served. So far I ha-

ven’t seen evidence of decentralization.”

Leonard Buckles agrees with that as-

sessment and says, “We came forward

with a recommendation that staff of the

RDA be decentralized and located in stra-

tegic areas.”

In many communities this new re-

gional approach has not been welcomed

with open arms. It has not been easy to

erect new borders to create economic

development regions. Rivalries be-

tween some communities have spanned

generations and now they are forced to

work together. Municipal governments

in some regions have been reluctant

partners.

Cape Breton

Inverness/
Richmond/
Victoria

Pictou

Antigonish/Guysborough

Cumberland

Halifax

Colchester

Lunenburg/
Queens

Kings Hants

Digby/
Annapolis

Shelburne/
Yarmouth

Typically, each RDA receives $100,000

from the combined municipal governments

in a region, $100,000 from ACOA, and

$100,000 from the Economic Renewal

Agency for a total annual operating budget

of $300,000.

“Unfortunately because of

the regional approach we

lost a local organization.”

Rick McCready

NOVA SCOTIA’S REGIONAL

DEVELOPMENT ZONES

Nova Scotia’s counties have been divided into

12 economic zones. Once an RDA is organized

and has support from the municipal

governments in its region it can qualify

for matching funds from ACOA and the

Economic Renewal Agency. This funding is

provided by a joint federal/provincial

co-operative agreement.
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In some areas there continues to be

suspicion on the part of many smaller

communities that they will be forgotten

inside a larger region and that community

economic development attention will be

focused solely on the largest communities

within a region.

Jim Stanley of ACOA doesn’t believe

smaller communities should be con-

cerned. H e says, “RDAs are responsible

for the entire region. If there is a small

community that needs help, it should be

able to demand it locally.”

While most community leaders, politi-

cians, and ordinary citizens are in agree-

ment that community economic

development work is desperately

needed, it is not easy to find common

ground on the crucial issues of who should

lead, who should pay, and how to ensure

that residents of an entire region have

input into the whole process.

Even Chris Bryant agrees that there is

a way to go before RDAs prove them-

selves. e says, “You can’t expect people

to say, ‘Oh great, our problems are solved

- we have an RDA’.” H e does expect posi-

tive results in time, though. “It will take

a couple of years,” he comments.

The focus on local decision-making is

what makes this regional approach so dif-

ferent. It appears that the decision mak-

ing powers that for generations have

resided in H alifax are being surrendered

to the communities and regions of Nova

Scotia.

Although he is positive about the proc-

ess, Jim Legge is still taking a wait and see

approach. “The philosophy behind it is

great. But community is the key word

here. Will there really be a focus on com-

munity economic development? As far as

a lot of people are concerned, the words

community and business are interchange-

able.Theyarenot.Ibelievethatcommunity

economic development is the way to go.”

Now that all of Nova Scotia’s regional

development authorities are in place,

Halifax is expecting leadership to come

from communities. Chris Bryant says,

“There are still some communities out

there waiting for us to tell them what to

do. It is not our job to tell you what to do.

We want to see each region develop their

own strategic plan for community eco-

nomic development. That is what we

want to see.”

There has been a complete change in

philosophy says Jim Stanley of ACOA.

“This is no longer a government driven

approach. It now depends on local initia-

tives and local communities. This is a

different perspective on who is responsi-

ble for the local economy.”

It is not a new perspective for some

communities though. Especially a com-

munity like Cheticamp that has been at

the forefront of community development

since 1915, when the first fishermen’s

co-op in North America opened there.

“This is a community that has a long

history of co-operation and community

based development. We have ten volun-

teer agencies at work today. We will work

co-operatively with the local RDA but

everyone must realize that community

economic development is a partnership

and the RDA structure has to be devel-

oped that way,” says Leonard Buckles.

Even though all twelve regions now

have their RDAs in place there still ap-

pears to be problems to overcome. Fore-

most among them is the need for educa-

tion. Many citizens, local politicians, and

community leaders have never had the

responsibility for community economic

development planning before and general

knowledge about the strategic planning

process is not widely held in most com-

munities. This raises a frequently asked

question about H alifax’s decision to turn

over these responsibilities to local com-

munities. Are they ready and can they

handle this responsibility?

Clearly some communities like Cheti-

camp, Louisbourg, and a handful of others

around the province have been involved

long enough to have a base of knowledge

and resources. Many have not.

Jim Legge says this was a flaw in the

process of designing the RDAs. “The

structure was imposed on us. They came

to us and said this is essentially the struc-

ture we want and it has to be in place by

a certain date. They did not go out and

find out what people in our region (West-

ern alifax County) wanted or needed.

There was no consultation. Jim goes on to

say, “It caught us by shock. We said, ‘Wait

a minute here’. They did it without con-

sulting the volunteers.”

But despite the concerns and misgiv-

ings of many, the new regional approach

to community economic development is

now in place in Nova Scotia. Evaluating

its success and creating a strong relation-

ship between RDAs and existing volun-

teer community development groups are

still challenges to be faced.

Chris Bryant says, “Ultimately the

success of individual RDAs will be deter-

mined by people’s attitudes.” H e goes on

to say, “If RDAs can make a dent in cre-

ating the 53,000 or so new jobs we need

in this province then they will be judged

a success.”�

Reprinted with permission of Coastal Com-

munities News, Volume 1, Issue 1.

“It would have been better to

have taken that money and

put it into true community

agencies that were controlled

by community boards.”

Leonard Buckles,

Cheticamp Development Commission
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