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If you think small is beautiful all the time, ask around. The “global warming”

of the economic climate makes conditions pretty sticky for many small

businesses. The smaller the size of a firm, the more severe are the limitations

it faces. There is difficulty in accessing capital, less management depth, little time

to keep up with emerging technologies, little or no money for R&D, and marketing

ability is more limited.1 The aspiration to bigness is driven by some very real

economic truths, not mere personal ambition.

But while small firms may be weak and vulnerable alone, by collaborating as a

flexible business network (FBN) they can enjoy many of the advantages of both

big and small business. They can, for example:

� improve the bottom line of participat-

ing firms through joint purchasing,

greater sales, better access to business

essentials, and higher efficiency.

� dovetail complementary talents and

resources.

� reduce the members’ resiliency to the

business cycle through cost sharing

and collective problem solving.

� spread the costs of workforce training,

recruitment, and apprenticeships.

Through networking, in short, small

firms can leverage clout comparable to

that of a large firm while avoiding the

costs and inflexibility of large-scale opera-

tions. The member firms can remain lean,

small, and independent while competing

on a larger scale.

The promise FBNs hold for communi-

ties and regions has attracted the atten-

tion of government as well as the private

sector as a means of retooling to meet new

economic realities. The following article

is an introduction to origins, purpose, and

structure of FBNs; the sequel shall detail

how community-based organizations can

put business networks to work.

FORM FOLLOWS FUNCTION

An FBN is a multi-organizational or

multi-company alliance in which mem-

bers collaborate to meet common chal-

lenges or work together to pursue new

opportunities. Participants co-operate se-

lectively, for example, to

� reduce costs.

� expand domestic or export markets.

� improve access to vital resources.

� strengthen their distribution and

warehousing.

� modernize production technologies

and processes.

Economic development is

now characterized by

demand responsiveness, the

leveraging of resources, &

the encouragement of co-

operation & competition.

The FBN is a strategy

uniquely suited to this

business climate.

Originally published in two installments,

“Flexible Business Networks: A strategy for

regional revitalization,” in Making Waves,

Vol. 8, No. 3 (Autumn 1997), and “Flexible

Business Networks II: Putting the FBN to

Work” in Making Waves, Vol. 8, No. 4

(Winter 1997).
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� undertake joint production.

� develop new, or combine products and

services.

� conduct joint training.

Networks can be formed around single

or multiple activities and may involve any

sector: public or private, product or serv-

ice. Ohio’s ACEnet, for example, focuses

on encouraging synergies between co-op-

erating microenterprise manufacturers

(see Making Waves, Vol. 6, No. 3, pp. 1-6),

that is, a flexible manufacturing network.

While networking typically is directed

towards small and medium-sized busi-

ness, organizations of any size, from micro

to multinational, can participate. An ex-

ample of a multinational network is the

alliance Air Canada has developed with

other world class airlines to integrate

routing, marketing, and service delivery

throughout the world.

Like strategic alliances and joint ven-

tures, FBNs are a co-operative model of

business association. All three models

share a common rationale and contribute

a common array of benefits: leveraging

limited capital and human resources, ex-

tending outside linkages, and achieving

scale economies in production or purchas-

ing. Where they differ is in terms of form,

ownership, and function:

� The strategic alliance is a goal-ori-

ented co-operation between two or

more businesses, based on formal

agreements. It does not involve the

establishment of a separate new or-

ganization.

� The joint venture is a goal-oriented co-op-

erationbetweentwoormorebusinesses,

involving the creation of a separate or-

ganization owned and controlled by the

parties. Joint ventures usually have their

own management, employees, produc-

tion systems, etc. Co-operation is lim-

ited to defined areas.

� The flexible business network involves for-

mal co-operation over the medium

term between at least three inde-

pendent businesses or organizations in

an area of strategic activity. The objec-

tive is to improve the competitiveness

and capabilities of individual members.2

FBNs may be organized in a variety of

ways. While a U.S. study found 1,500

small companies to be participating in

FBNs, no two FBNs performed an iden-

tical function or took the same form. Five

characteristics did apply to all, however:

1. FBNs grow in response to common

challenges or opportunities. That may

mean reducing procurement costs,

modernizing to compete internation-

ally, skill upgrading, new product de-

velopment, or the opening of new ex-

port markets.

2. FBNs are collaborative, bottom-up or-

ganizations. They involve all member

firms in the deciding, designing, and

implementing of strategies and pro-

jects. The goal is to decide what is best

for all members.

3. Some FBNs have as few as three, oth-

ers have more than 100 members.

Some are formal organizations, others

may have a very loose affiliation.

4. FBNs are not based on 1-time activity.

Interaction among members extends

to several events or deals, whether it’s

something as simple as sharing infor-

mation, or something as complex as

joint production.

5. FBNs are led by brokers - someone

who co-ordinates and monitors the ac-

tivities of the FBN. A broker or net-

work advisor is usually not an active

member and usually manages the ad-

ministrative, planning, and logistical

aspects of the FBN.3

A NEW STRATEGY

FOR A NEW ECONOMY

Interest in FBNs in the U.S. and Canada

is growing primarily in response to the

challenges of the international market,

the breakdown of the mass production

paradigm, and as a result of computer-

based technology.

Challenge of the

International Market

Foreign competitors operating on differ-

ent principles and with different cost

structures have been pressuring North

American businesses. “Smart” machines,

now universally available, have enabled

some developing nations to create export

industries at lightning speed (often less

than a generation). Low-wage production

of mass consumption items are their

wedge into the international market-

place.4 As a result, “You can no longer rely

on your home market, because your home

market is now an export market - for eve-

rybody else.”5

Erosion of the “Mass

Production Paradigm”

Mainstream economics in North America

has been dominated by the concept of the

mass production firm that achieves suc-

cess in three ways:

� large scale production and commer-

cialization to maximize economies of

scale.

� sophisticated marketing strategies.

� re-investment in the development of new

products and labour saving technology.

With globalization and the maturing of

certain industries this paradigm is erod-

The profusion of various

products, & the rate at

which they need to be de-

signed & produced, calls

for new process.... But

these innovations also have

profound implications for

the way organizations &

jobs are configured.
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ing. As more competitors enter, manufac-

turing outstrips demand. Companies

seek new ways to differentiate their prod-

ucts. Seeking competitive advantage and

required returns, producers seek to ap-

peal to niche markets, or greater product

featuring. Buyers, in turn, learn to de-

mand more and more variety and higher

quality. Innovation rates become key

measures of corporate success. Average

product life goes from years to months

and in some cases days.6

Computer-Based Technology

The profusion of various products, and

the rate at which they need to be de-

signed and produced, calls for new proc-

ess. Companies turn to computer-based

machines to provide flexibility at low

cost, driving up the rate of change in

product design, quality, cost reduction,

and degree of customization.

But these innovations also have pro-

found implications for the way organiza-

tions and jobs are configured. Machines

can now be linked all but instantaneously

to machines, firms to firms, firms to their

suppliers and distributors, and consumers

to producers. Things like production and

information which once were centralized

can be decentralized.

In fact, FBNs may best be understood

as a whole class of network-based adapta-

tions to respond to and take advantage of

this new competitive and technological

environment, offering their participants

“a diverse and rich pool of resources and

relationships, in ways conventional corpo-

rate structure inhibits.”7

REGIONAL REVITALIZATION

IN EUROPE

FBNs are a relatively new phenomenon in

Canada, but not so in Europe. They

started to emerge there around 25 years

ago in specific regions that were experi-

encing low productivity, labour-manage-

ment strife, plant shutdowns, and

increasing foreign competition.

Northern Italy’s Emilia-Romagna re-

gion, for example, was in deep economic

decline as small businesses sought to ad-

just to changing market conditions and

production problems. The emergence

and later promotion of the network con-

cept turned the region’s economy around.

Small firms co-operated to meet the de-

mands of large-scale producers. They

linked to perform complex manufactur-

ing tasks for world markets with a focus

on customer satisfaction and quality over

quantity. There are now 100,000 small

businesses in Emilia-Romagna, all of

which are in FBNs, representing 38% of

the regional workforce.

This success led other European na-

tions to adopt this model and promote it

through economic development organiza-

tions. In the Valencia region of Spain, the

creation of over 140 networks boosted

regional trade, job creation, and the

standard of living.

Denmark’s example is the most dra-

matic. In the 1980s the government

launched a high profile campaign to trans-

form the country’s independent small

businesses into company networks,

strengthening overall competitiveness by

increasing market potential. Today, the

campaign complete, more than 3,000 of

Denmark’s 7,300 small manufacturing

businesses participate in FBNs. This

strategy is credited with raising Den-

mark’s stagnating economy to one of the

world’s top per capita exporters in just

three years.

FBNs IN CANADA

The success of network initiatives in

Europe, the U.S., and Australia has

spurred similar programs in Latin Amer-

ica, China, India, the Pacific Rim - and

Canada. While a small number of net-

works were established here without di-

rected promotion prior to 1995, only in

the past two years has an organization

emerged that has brought resources to

the development of networking in Can-

ada. The Canadian Business Network

Coalition (CBNC), is focused on making

business networks a “practical tool and an

achievable goal for small and medium

sized businesses across Canada.”

Spearheaded by the Canadian Cham-

ber of Commerce and supported in part

by Industry Canada, the CBNC is com-

posed of more than 30 sector associations,

local economic development groups, and

small business organizations. Since incep-

tion, its advisors, roundtables, and informa-

tion have assisted the establishment of over

25 networks.

FBNs & COMMUNITY ECONOMIC

DEVELOPMENT

It is said we are currently entering a

“Third Wave” in terms of North American

economic development. The First Wave

was primarily plant recruitment, attract-

ing large scale, stable firms into a region

as was typical of the 1970s. With the

1980s came the shift to the global econ-

omy and increasingly sophisticated tech-

nology. Economic development efforts

came to focus on helping existing firms

and start-ups.

But these firms have remained con-

strained by limitations of scale, flexibility,

market responsiveness, and adaptability.

The “Third Wave” of economic develop-

ment is characterized by demand respon-

siveness, the leveraging of resources, and

the encouragement of co-operation and

competition.8

Global competition, free trade, de-

regulation, government downsizing, ac-

celerating demands for quality and

innovation, and computer-based produc-

tion can pose a real challenge to small and

medium-sized companies (SMEs). A re-

gion comprised of distressed SMEs typi-

cally manifests a variety of symptoms

including plant closures, labour strife,

worker redundancy, high unemployment,

and declining capacity utilization.

The FBN is a strategy uniquely suited

to this business climate, and well worth

consideration by organizations wishing to
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stop the leakage of companies, resources,

jobs, and talent from their neighbour-

hood, community, or region. The FBN

allows firms to capitalize on synergy.

Companies can focus on and contribute

what they do best, share risk and profit,

and expand activities beyond what they

could do on their own - all without sacri-

ficing independence.

While networking is typically directed

towards SMEs, organizations of any size -

from micro to multinational - can partici-

pate. Networks undertake a range of mu-

tually beneficial co-operative projects,

from the simple group purchase to com-

plex projects like long-term research and

development.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

ORGANIZATIONS AS FBN BROKERS

An important characteristic of all FBNs is

that they are led by a broker - someone

who co-ordinates and monitors the activi-

ties of the network. In Canada, this bro-

ker is called the business network advisor,

facilitator, or project manager. The broker

or network advisor is typically not an ac-

tive member and usually manages the

administrative, planning, facilitation, and

logistical aspects of the FBN, from pro-

motion through start-up and implemen-

tation.

For EDOs with a community-based

economic development perspective, the

role of business network advisor fits natu-

rally within their core mandate. By defi-

nition, community-based economic

development correlates with the under-

lying precepts of network development:

“CED is a perspective which makes

the community the foremost player

in its own growth or renewal....

CED aims to turn residents into

vigorous participants in the local

economy. It requires grassroots

participation in the planning proc-

ess. It enables local people to mo-

bilize their resources and

capabilities. It clarifies needs and

helps people get and use resources

to meet those needs.” 9

For EDOs to play the role of network

advisors they need to have, train, or hire

personnel that are qualified to facilitate

the building of networks designed to in-

crease the success and profitability of

member companies.

A network advisor is an agent of change

who must possess a mix of certain per-

sonal qualities as well as professional

skills. On the one hand, s/he must be

� a good listener, patient, a harmonizer.

� realistic, street smart, visionary, and

results-oriented.

� a believer in the network concept.

� skilled at balancing different personal

styles, and understanding of diversity.

Professionally-speaking, the advi-

sor requires some specific skills and

experience:

� entrepreneurial and consulting expe-

rience.

� financial analysis, business planning,

and diagnostic skills.

� skills in innovation, administration,

and project management, and an abil-

ity to deliver business outcomes.

� an understanding of SMEs.

� a knowledge of specific sectors, and a

strategic perspective which sees sec-

tors in a global context.

Apart from providing skilled facilitators,

EDOs can also provide a neutral meeting

space, facilitation equipment, logistics sup-

port, and access to funding support for de-

fined co-operative activities.

CREATING INTEREST IN

CO-OPERATION

Businesses are more likely to respond

positively to networking if they see it as

a potential solution to their problem or an

advantage in reaching their goals. An

EDO’s network advisor needs to know

how to press the right buttons to ensure

that company CEOs see co-operation as

a viable alternative.

The circumstances that can motivate

companies in a given region or commu-

nity to co-operate can be seen as push or

pull factors. Often it is both, however the

rationale for co-operation will vary from

region to region. Network advisors need

to examine the relevant push/ pull factors

in their region carefully, and then develop

arguments that will address the business

needs of potential participants.

Push factors are those that are typi-

cally behind a region’s economic decline.

They are trends that are directly affecting

the competitiveness of businesses in the

region. Some examples are faster rates of

innovation (or shorter product life);

higher quality assurances and standards;

the opening of markets through trade

agreements; greater demand for exper-

tise (particularly information-based ex-

pertise); and lack of access to supplies or

shortage of labour or technology inputs.

Pull factors are the potential opportu-

nities resulting from network co-opera-

tion. A business network must enhance

the participants’ competitiveness and

profitability. There must be a positive

effect on their bottom lines. This must be

delivered in the first year or two for the

network to continue.

FBNs may best be under-

stood as a whole class of

network-based adapta-

tions to respond to &

take advantage of this new

competitive & technologi-

cal environment ... in ways

conventional corporate

structure inhibits.
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AMHERST AREA DEVELOPMENT COMMISSION

The Amherst area is in Cumberland County, Nova Scotia. The com-

mission started in 1964 as a regional economic development organi-

zation with an industrial recruitment mandate. In 1989 the nature

of the commission began to change. Plant closures and economic

decline in the region occurred as a result of NAFTA and the need

for plant modernization.

Commission members realized they would have been better off in-

tervening earlier before the plants were lost. Rather than recruit new

companies, they decided instead to ask, “What are we going to do for

local business to sustain an industrial base and give them a leg up?”

The commission played the role of network advisor. It hosted

joint meetings with local companies to identify problems and search

for joint solutions. Although many participated initially, companies

began to drift away if they could not see how their bottom line

could be affected.

MEMBER COMPANIES

Eight companies form the core of the Amherst Business Network,

but as many as 20 may be involved. Four companies have 100 em-

ployees, one has 300, and many of the others are quite small. Manu-

facturing areas are diverse and include packaging, aerospace

components, lighting ballasts, windows, batteries, and frozen foods.

PROJECTS

� The commission facilitated the delivery of ISO 9000 training. This

is expensive training for a company to undertake by itself. By

combining costs, the network was able to bring in a high-quality

trainer. The network was also able to obtain funding from Atlantic

Canada Opportunity Agency - and received more dollars per

participant than any member could have realized on its own.

� Joint human resource training initiatives in interviewing, stress

management, and Workers Compensation policies and legislation.

� Companies have come together to negotiate an upgrading of the

power and phone systems.

� Local companies formed a financial network to invest in and recruit

an advanced lighting company into the region.

RESULTS

� ISO 9000 designation has resulted in increased sales in foreign

markets.

� Companies are taking better care of their employees and providing

growth at a lower cost.

� The Amherst Commission now uses the region’s interest in high-

quality production and the co-operative spirit of regional busi-

nesses as recruiting points.

QUÉBEC MINISTRY OF INDUSTRY, COMMERCE,

SCIENCES, & TECHNOLOGY - EASTERN

TOWNSHIPS REGION

This is an example where concerned citizens initiated an infor-

mal network to consider how to stimulate a declining regional

economy. Here the regional arm of a provincial ministry

stepped in to play a crucial role in facilitating and providing re-

sources to the network. In 1994 the informal network be-

came an official network named Groupe d’action pour

l’avancement technologique de l’Estrie (GATE).

The primary response to regional economic decline was to

foster co-operation to improve technological innovation

among member companies and researchers at various institu-

tions in the region.

MEMBER COMPANIES

Consists primarily of five SMEs in the high technology sector

in the Eastern Townships: a manufacturer of hybrid circuits,

an asbestos materials manufacturer, an engineering firm, an

engineering laboratory, and a software developer.

Several institutions also participate: Université de Sherbrooke,

Industrial Commissioner, Centre Microtech, Société de micro-

électrique.

PROJECTS

� The initial project was the creation of a reflection group/task

force to diagnose the regional economy, to stimulate eco-

nomic development by means of business projects, and

ultimately to increase the mass of companies and jobs in the

region. Sub-committees then formed to study each sector

and potential co-operative projects.

� Creation of Société Innovatech, a venture capital company

designed to finance promising technological innovations in

the Eastern Townships.

� A fund of $300,000 to support other network projects

established through GATE.

RESULTS

� The alliance with the University of Sherbrooke has been

productive. There is a sense that the network should have

approached the university earlier than it did.

� The emergence of new business networks designed to solve

common problems.
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Pull factors include suchthingsasco-op-

erating to achieve economies of scale; pur-

chasing jointly to reduce costs; marketing

together to improve market penetration

(particularly in exports); training together

to improve workforce or gain quality desig-

nations; and creating a new product or com-

pany by combining different strengths in

terms of expertise and resources.

The most powerful tool for marketing

networks are constructive examples and

positive customer testimonies. Business

owners find it easiest to identify with suc-

cess stories from their own region, industry,

and /or from a comparable situation.

Roundtables or information meetings

are a good way to promote networks. For

maximum impact, make sure these

events include participants from specific

sectors. Organize presentations of suc-

cess stories and facilitate interaction with

the participants. Alternatively, if the po-

tential network is not too large, an advisor

may target a specific group of companies

and approach them individually at first

with a mini presentation. While this takes

more effort, it allows better screening and

evaluation of the potential network par-

ticipants from the start.

The following are some key considera-

tions for organizing a regional FBN:

� Networks whose members are located

near each other have a better chance

of succeeding due to easier communi-

cation and logistics.

� Businesses in the same or similar sec-

tors may have potential for economies

of scale and complementary activities.

� Networks can help regionally-based

industries overcome logistical chal-

lenges, such as transportation.

� Tourism is effectively marketed on a

regional basis and lends itself well to

network activity.

PARTNER SELECTION

The network advisor plays a key role in

identifying and bringing together compa-

nies. The advisor’s functions include:

� Identifying what the participating com-

panies have to offer potential partners.

� Clarifying the expectations of each

company of the network and of poten-

tial partners.

� Designing specifications for potential

partners.

� Evaluating a candidate’s strengths and

weaknesses.

� Assessing the effectiveness of poten-

tial network partnerships given the

sum of the whole.

An EDO network advisor needs to as-

sist each potential participant to decide

if networking is the right option for them

at the time. An advisor will establish

which companies are genuinely inter-

ested in the process, which have a mild

curiosity, and which are looking for a free-

bie. While the initial spark and motivation

of the network comes from the advisor, the

vision and motivation for the network ulti-

mately must be carried by the network par-

ticipants for success to be realized.

FBN DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Having identified suitable partners; the

EDO based network advisor then organ-

izes the group to proceed to Level 1 in the

3-level business network development

process.

Level 1

In the first stage it is critical that businesses

thoroughly review their own situation and

determinetheir strategicneeds.Essentially

there are three choices:

1. Go on their own, using own resources.

2. Acquire the necessary resources for

development.

3. Co-operate with other firms to enhance

capacity, resources, and expertise.

When all members decide that co-op-

eration in similar areas will best suit their

individual strategic needs, they sign a let-

ter of intent. The letter of intent is an

interim agreement whereby participants

outline the objectives to be achieved for

the project. Built into the letter of intent

are the purposes of co-operation and the

NIAGARA ECONOMIC &

TOURISM CORPORATION

(NETCor)

NETCor is a regional economic de-

velopment organization in the Niag-

ara area of southern Ontario. It

facilitated start-up of the Niagara

Greenhouse Growers Network, a

network formed primarily to take ad-

vantage of opportunities to expand

sales to the U.S. The NETCor advi-

sor to the network not only facili-

tated meetings but also arranged and

accompanied the members on a U.S.

trade mission. It was valuable that

the advisor was very knowledgeable

and familiar with the industry and

known and trusted by members.

MEMBER COMPANIES

Initially 12 companies met to discuss

which areas of the greenhouse indus-

try would most benefit from net-

working. Of this group there are

four active companies that form the

network. Each company specializes

in a specific kind of greenhouse-

grown potted plant.

PROJECTS

� Joint marketing to U.S. customers;

trade missions; export shipments

are consolidated into full container

loads whenever possible.

� Joint purchasing to reduce costs.

� Other projects: Floral Quality Alli-

ance designation (a quality indica-

tor, like the vintners’ “VQA”),

expansion of the buying group,

trade missions to other export

markets.

RESULTS

� U.S. sales far exceeding expecta-

tions.
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signatories’ expectations of one another

(including confidentiality, equal financial

contribution, etc.).

The companies also agree on realistic,

measurable results that can be achieved

before a more formal agreement is signed.

Thus a work plan is established to guide

progress. The advisor is particularly

needed in achieving the outcomes of this

phase and in facilitating mutual trust.

Level 2

In this phase the companies further the

work achieved in Level 1 and the network

is likely named.

The key goal at this level is the devel-

opment of a business plan. The business

plan should represent the corporate aspi-

rations of the network, distinct from any

one company’s plans. However, it is not

necessary to establish a business network

as a separate company. For example, a

network that uses joint purchasing to re-

duce costs and/or inventory can be organ-

ized through agreements and the

establishment of administration through

one company.

If all companies agree with the busi-

ness plan, a formal letter of agreement to

form a business network is signed. The

business plan should include a work plan

to ensure the business plan progresses. It

should also outline the administrative func-

tions necessary to achieve the objectives,

and who is responsible for what aspects.

Level 3

At this stage the network increasingly de-

velops a life of its own while implement-

ing the business plan, at the same time as

achieving the objectives of the individual

member companies. Early successes are

important to the success of a network; the

business plan should therefore also spec-

ify short-term, easily-achieved objectives

and outcomes. If the business objectives

achieved are significant to the individual

network members, then the network will

likely continue to evolve and flourish.

However, some FBNs are very project

specific, and will only have a limited life.

TIPS FOR EDO

NETWORK ADVISORS

� A company that is re-organizing

through a change in ownership, man-

agement, or business strategy, is not a

good candidate for partnering. It is

unlikely to have sufficient time and

resources to commit to a network.

� Identifying a group of regional or sec-

toral partners that are familiar with

one another is likely to be more suc-

cessful than an external search.

� The network must result in a win-win,

with the key motivation as financial.

Not all benefits need be equal.

� Lack of confidence among participants

is often a deterrent to moving on to

levels 2 and 3 of network development.

� Start with smaller projects that are

easier to achieve. Look to achieve early

success. There must be clear business

opportunities and projects.

� The confidence of members in the

network advisor’s technical knowl-

edge and/or abilities in the networking

process can be critical to the success

of network initiatives.

� Most network advisors find that facili-

tating networks takes longer than they

anticipated. Allow time to establish

the direction of the network; don’t try

to force or rush it.

CONCLUSION

Particularly in sparsely-populated or eco-

nomically-distressed areas, there is a

need to aggregate the critical mass of

activity which can unleash the power of

economies of scale and demonstrate the

potential of regional resources. Only with

that particular volume of product or serv-

ice will the containers be filled, the tour-

ists enticed, and the wholesaler satisfied,

so that people can transform local re-

sources into viable jobs.

Governments, businesses, corpora-

tions, and community groups working in

isolation do not have the ability to create

this synergy. But teamwork by these par-

ties, with the power to focus strengths

and the flexibility to respond to diverse

and changing circumstances, can be a big

part of the solution. That’s the message

of the FBN, and its track record is begin-

ning to speak for itself.�
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NORTHWEST TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR TASK FORCE

The Northwest Transportation Corridor is the extensive road, rail,

marine, and air infrastructure that exists between Edmonton and

the Queen Charlotte Islands through northern Alberta and British

Columbia (see map). This network, like the Eastern Townships net-

work, was sparked by concerned citizens in Prince Rupert.

Initially, concerns were voiced by the Maritime Institute in

Prince Rupert, a small local EDO designed to train those in the ship-

ping and fisheries industries. However, it became apparent that

apart from training, a number of key issues had to be addressed for

the regional transport industry as a whole to remain vital and grow.

A conference in March 1996 brought together all the key players in

the Corridor, as well as provincial and federal governments, to dis-

cuss the challenges and opportunities.

Conference participants identified challenges to the viability of

the Corridor as a transportation gateway: elimination of the Crow

Rate, privatization of CNR, merger of Coast Guard and Fisheries,

new airport structure, a new Canada Transportation Act, expiry of

coal contracts, and First Nation negotiations.

However there were a number of developments that held a

promise of significant economic growth: the Port of Prince Rupert’s

strategic location relative to many Asian countries; excess capacity

at port terminals and the rail system; tourism opportunities, particu-

larly in the cruise business; growth and potential growth in

oil and gas; efficient port terminal operations; and a large

natural resource base.

From the conference, a Task Force was formed with sup-

port from the federal Minister of Transport to follow up on

the concerns and opportunities and to develop action plans.

A network advisor, or secretariat, was hired to oversee this

work. The objectives of the Task Force were:

� to fully exploit freight opportunities for the Corridor.

� to formulate possible solutions to constraints to regional

development.

� to identify areas where governments need to institute leg-

islative and policy changes.

� to clearly demonstrate what the private sector needs to do.

MEMBER ORGANIZATIONS

Membership is wide ranging: federal and

provincial transport officials, regional and

local governments, crown corporations,

railways, key industry players in grain, sea-

food, tourism, forestry, coal, trucking,

shipping, and petroleum.

PROJECTS

The preparation of a report with recom-

mendations and a detailed action plan to

realize the Corridor’s economic potential.

RESULTS

� Completion of Task Force study result-

ing in over 70 recommendations for ac-

tion put forward by five sectoral teams

(grain, tourism, industrial development,

seafood, and commodities other than

grain).

� The Task Force is now moving ahead

with the recommendation to formalize

the network through a self-sustaining

development corporation. Its task will be to implement the

remaining recommendations. Regional companies and

communities as well as senior governments will contribute

membership fees for start-up and maintenance of the net-

work.
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