
It’s a fine sunny morning. Basking in the warm rays, you
open your morning newspaper and your eye catches a small
article near the back of the “City Business” section: “City
finally sells land. The 32-acre forested lot at the entrance to
town has been sold to an unnamed developer. ‘This is a real
windfall,’ says the mayor. ‘The sale money and future tax
revenue will allow the city to keep some of the programs most
important to our citizens, like the special bus routes and the
youth activity programs at the Rec Centre.’ The developer has
applied to have the parcel rezoned for commercial use.”

Your once-prosperous town has been struggling for the past
decade since its resource-based industries finished “harvesting”
the local bounty and moved on. Unemployment is high and
the region’s demographics and economic base are shifting.
Many working families have sold their houses and moved
away. There’s an influx of retired people and young
professionals with home-based businesses. There is also a
vastly increased number of people on social assistance and
dependent on the local Food Bank.

Boon or Menace?
By Maggie Paquet

In spite of everything – or maybe because of it – it’s a
friendly, close-knit community with many active service
groups and a face that welcomes newcomers. You like
where you live and don’t want to see the town suffer any
more than it already has. A big new development
sounds like it might be good news.

Eventually, the city announces the rezoning hearing.
The new owner is none other than Wal-Mart. The
local newspaper features articles touting the great
benefits of having a Wal-Mart in town. Letters to the
editor, however, reveal that not everyone is ecstatic about
the prospect. The community hall is packed for the
hearing. Many of the people present are involved in
community economic development work. It looks like
City Council won’t be let off easy.

That’s more or less what happened in my town,
Port Alberni, B.C. What about your town? Will it
get a Wal-Mart?
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(this page) One of Canada’s 235 Wal-Mart stores. Photo: Centre for
Community Enterprise.
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A Divisive Issue

Nothing seems to galvanise communities more than the news

that a Wal-Mart is coming. Will it drive local merchants out of

business and otherwise be a drain on local economic sustain-

ability, as some fear? Or will it be a boon to local employment and

the city’s coffers, as others hope? This apposition of fear and hope

is typical wherever Wal-Mart pops up on the landscape. It seems

the issue is polarized into two camps: those who hate Wal-Mart

and those who love it.

Those who love it say Wal-Mart brings jobs. Its low prices

benefit low-income people. It stops people from going out of

town to shop and encourages tourists to stay longer. To everyone,

they say, Wal-Mart offers“one-stop shopping” convenience.

Those who hate it counter that Wal-Mart jobs are low-paying

and have few and limited benefits. Wal-Mart drives local

merchants out of business. Its developments on the outskirts of

towns draw people away from town centres, breaking up

community cohesion and identity. It contributes to urban sprawl

and takes land out of agricultural production. Moreover, they say

Wal-Mart’s profits leave the area which impairs the community’s

social stability and economic self-reliance.

If they build it, who will come?

Wal-Mart bases its rationale for opening a new store on sales of

about $200 per square foot per year. If they build a roughly

100,000 sq. ft. store, it is expected to gross about $20 million in

sales per year. Some of that $20 million will be“new sales,” that is,

purchases of items previously unavailable locally, or purchases by

people who didn’t used to buy locally. Some will come from

“recovered leakage,” that is, sales that otherwise would have

occurred out of town. Some will come from sales currently

enjoyed by existing retailers.

The Alberni Valley and outlying areas have a combined

population of about 30,000. We spend about $1,800 per year per

person on food and another $2,700 per person per year on

general merchandise, for a total annual retail expenditure of

about $112 million.

How much of that $112 million will Wal-Mart absorb? Any

Port Alberni retailer with merchandise similar to the new Wal-

Mart needed an answer to that question. I don’t think too many

of them even asked it. No economic impact assessment was

undertaken by the city of Port Alberni.

An analysis done in Courtenay (a coastal town just over an

hour’s drive away) by Urbanics Consultants of Vancouver prior

to arrival of Wal-Mart there suggested that recovered leakage

would only account for 15% of sales, and new sales another 6%.

Fully 79% would come from existing retailers. Extrapolated for

Alberni Valley retailers, that would mean nearly $16 million in

lost sales.

Kenneth Stone’s study of the impact of Wal-Mart on smaller

cities complements these results. Stone came to two major

conclusions: First, businesses that sell goods or services other

than what Wal-Mart sells tend to experience higher sales because

of the spill-over effect. Second, businesses that sell the same

goods as Wal-Mart tend to experience reductions in sales after

Wal-Mart opens. The latter group have to be ready to make some

major changes in the short and long-term to their product line,

customer service, and prices.

I checked around to see if that’s how things had worked out in

other B.C. towns.

Quesnel, in the central interior, was already enjoying an

economic upswing when Wal-Mart arrived. Jim Savage, Director

of the Economic Development Commission, says it’s likely some

small businesses did close as a result, but negative effects were

mitigated by that upswing. His concern is that when it ends, it

may be difficult to support the current level of retail development

that Wal-Mart and the other new big box stores represent.

“A lot of leakage to Prince George (about an hour’s drive

north) was stopped, but it might be prudent to put some limits

on their future expansion. Downtown stores that close now don’t

get re-occupied as quickly as they used to,” Savage said. One of

the primary impacts of Wal-Mart was the closure of the Zellers
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The news media and internet are rife with commentary and

analysis about Wal-Mart. It’s difficult to sift through all the hype

and opinion – on-line or off-line – to get at something that

approximates the truth. Are there ways for citizens – including

CED practitioners – to make Wal-Mart work their community?

Possibly. But you have to know what your community has that

Wal-Mart wants, and what they can offer that may be of value to

you. If your town doesn’t have the knowledge, skill, or guts to drive

a bargain with Wal-Mart on this basis, then it will lose much more

from the relationship than it will gain.

When I found out about Wal-Mart coming to Port Alberni, I

was worried. I looked at other places in British Columbia where

Wal-Mart had been a“hot” issue. I wanted to know what our

community’s options might be – what we needed to know. Here

are some of the things I found out.

for

Are there ways to make Wal-Mart work for
your community? Possibly. But you have to
know what your community has that Wal-Mart
wants, & what they can offer that may be of
value to you. If your town doesn’t drive a
bargain with Wal-Mart on this basis, then it
will lose much more than it will gain.



e

n

t

making volume 15, number 4waves 11

and Saan stores, both of which anchored malls.“That caused a

major cascade effect. One mall is finally rebounding, but the other

has not refilled the spaces yet.”

In Nanaimo, one hour east of us, the impact of Wal-Mart on

the downtown retail sector was more clearcut. A local official

estimated that 20% of downtown businesses closed after Wal-

Mart moved into the old Woolco store six years ago. This effect

was likely aggravated by the fact the area was undergoing an

economic downturn and families were seeking bargains wherever

they could.

In addition to the size of its retail market, the size of a

community is important to Wal-Mart. Key to the company’s

aggressive expansion throughout North America has been its

practice of locating in cities with populations averaging 20,000.

The company builds on the outskirts of town, usually on less

expensive agricultural land. While it has the advantage of using

local transportation infrastructure, communities usually have to

increase their budgets for policing and other services. Also, by

locating in smaller centres, Wal-Mart avoids major competition

from small local retailers and large chains alike. It also benefits

because smaller municipalities commonly have fewer regulations

over land development and are very receptive to the perception of

an increased tax base.

But it’s the size of the retail market that is the clincher. If a

store does not meet its sales target, Wal-Mart will reconsider its

options. When interviewed about the upcoming closure of the

store in Jonquière, Québec, Andrew Pelletier, Director of

Corporate Affairs for Wal-Mart Canada, indicated they could

have closed the store six months earlier. In three or four years of

operation it had never been profitable, he alleged, and that

performance“would be untypical in a lot of cases.”

The point is that a town is only of interest to Wal-Mart so long

as it can command a significant share of a prosperous or promising

retail trade. Places that are“struggling economically” (to use

Pelletier’s words) should not expect any favours, regardless of the

extent to which local consumers have come to depend on the store.

This practice of town – a major concern in the United

States – can have devastating effects, especially in small communi-

ties after much of the pre-existing retail has been forced out of

business. When this happens, the“old” store becomes a dead zone

for retail and people have to drive longer distances to shop.

So much for what Wal-Mart wants from you. What do you want

from them? Jobs are usually at the top of the list. It sure was in

Port Alberni, where Wal-Mart hired about 220 full-time and 100

part-time workers. That’s a pretty big carrot for a city council. The

problem is determining the quality of the Wal-Mart jobs in terms

of wages, benefits, and working conditions, and how the number

and quality compare with the jobs Wal-Mart will take away from

leaving

If they build it, will it work?

the community. Studies done in many areas show that, on

average, for every two jobs that a new Wal-Mart store creates, at

least three existing jobs disappear.

In the U.S., Wal-Mart considers 28 hours a week a full-time

job. At that rate, it takes workers a long time to reach the

threshold where they’ll receive decent benefits. As well, many

states don’t have a minimum wage, so Wal-Mart jobs are

usually low-paying and have fewer benefits than jobs that have

been lost. A high percentage of American Wal-Mart workers

receive various forms of public assistance (from school lunches

to health benefits to food stamps), so taxpayers are subsidizing

the store’s profits.

, a report by U.S. Representative George

Miller (House Committee on Education and the Workforce),

says:

“While charging low prices obviously has some consumer

benefits, mounting evidence from across the country indicates

that these benefits come at a steep price for American

workers, U.S. labor laws, and community living standards …

Wal-Mart is undercutting labor standards at home and

abroad … whether the issue is basic organizing rights of

workers, or wages, or health benefits, or working conditions,

or trade policyWal-Mart has come to represent the lowest

common denominator in the treatment of working people.”

That’s the U.S. What sort of an employer is Wal-Mart in

Canada? It’s difficult to say. I’ve been told the 220 full-time jobs

in Port Alberni are 30-40 hours per week“with benefits,”

however, and that sounds a bit better than in the U.S.

But pay rates, benefits, and working conditions at Wal-Mart

are not a sign of the company’s benevolence. They are a reflec-

tion of provincial and federal labour legislation and, in turn, a

strong trade union movement. Wal-Mart has it in for both.

The United Food and Commercial Workers Union

(UFCW)  is the largest private sector union in North America.

It represents over 250,000 workers in Canada. While UFCW

Canada has initiated organizing in stores in B.C. and

Everyday Low Wages

A town is only of interest to Wal-Mart so
long as it can command a significant share of a
prosperous or promising retail trade. Places that
are struggling economically should not expect any
favours, regardless of the extent to which local
consumers have come to depend on the store.



Cue the Big Picture

Any deal with Wal-Mart has implications

that go far beyond your town or region. As

a recent PBS documentary, “Is

Wal-Mart Good for America?” pointed out,

buying into Wal-Mart is an investment in

some very deep macro-economic and

international issues.

Twenty years ago, the models of

American enterprise were manufacturers:

General Motors, General Electric, IBM, and

so on. Even ten years ago,

magazine’s annual poll named Rubbermaid

the “Most Admired Company” in the United

States. In 2004, named Wal-Mart

to that top spot over the manufacturing

giants. This says volumes about a dramatic

change in the North American economy

and what people expect of it.

There has been a shift of economic

power from producer to distributor. Once,

innovation in products and production was

the trump card in competition.

Manufacturers played it and subsequently

devoted great effort to “pushing” their

product into the market. Now the key to

competitiveness lies in low cost, enforced

by mass-market retailers that, by means of

new technologies in information

management, can get a lock on exactly

which items (in a field of millions) sell and

Frontline

Fortune

Fortune

why. These retailers then “pull” these items

from manufacturers under very specific

terms regarding variety, quality, delivery,

and cost.

Manufacturers ignore these instructions

at their peril. Whereas even ten years ago

they were likely to deal with thousands of

customers, now there may be just a handful

of big box buyers. Loss of any one can

prove lethal. Wooster Ohio, the home of

Rubbermaid, lost 1,000 jobs when Wal-Mart

demanded that the company make its

products at prices below the level at which

it could make a profit.

So manufacturers comply with Wal-

Mart’s demands and force their own

suppliers to do likewise. Famously, this can

mean relocating to Asia where their plants

can minimize the cost of labour. As a result

of its contract with Wal-Mart, Levi Strauss –

once known as one of the most socially

responsible corporations on the planet –

closed its last two factories in the U.S. and

laid off 2,500 workers (21% of its

workforce). Levi-Strauss won’t be making

any more clothes in the U.S.; it will just

import them.

The big issue is the long-term impact

that Wal-Mart’s success in marketing Asian

products is going to have on the disposable

income of North Americans. Wal-Mart’s

perspective is that the money consumers

save at the store they will spend elsewhere,

creating new demand, industries, and jobs.

Critics reply that Wal-Mart is shifting North

Americans out of high-paying manufacturing

jobs and into low-paying retail jobs.

Wal-Mart now has 6,000 global suppliers

and 80% of them are in China. Beneath all

the flag-waving, Wal-Mart is far more

important as a means to bring Asian goods

to North American consumers than it is for

enabling North American manufacturers to

reach Asian consumers.

In the documentary a

spokesperson for the Port of Long Beach in

California says, “About $36 billion comes

through Long Beach from China…We’re

shipping out about $3 billion worth of raw

materials. We export cotton. We bring in

clothing. We export hides. We bring in

shoes. We export scrap metal. We bring

back machinery.”

Sounds pretty “Third World.” Wal-Mart is

reaming out the North American ability to

produce innovative, valuable goods, which,

like it or not, remains the core of the

economy.

Frontline

(below) Port Alberni’s new Wal-Mart. Photo:
Denny Durocher.
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Saskatchewan, and obtained certification in two ( Jonquière and

St. Hyacinthe, Québec), Wal-Mart has yet to reach a collective

agreement with any.

In the recent case of Jonquière, the announcement of the

store’s closure came on the heels of the collapse of collective

bargaining. Wal-Mart’s spokesman, Andrew Pelletier, expressed

the hope that this would now“shift the debate” in Québec from

unionization to the province’s labour laws, which he considers are

contrary to workplace democracy. For years, Wal-Mart has been

actively lobbying provincial, state, and national governments in

Canada and the U.S. to change labour standards legislation to

suit its way of doing business. After the failed attempt of the

American Steelworkers to unionize a Wal-Mart in Windsor in

1996, sections regarding automatic union certification were

eliminated from the Ontario . (The

Steelworkers won certification in part because Wal-Mart refused

to answer workers’ questions about whether the store would close

if the store unionized.)

So the good jobs at Wal-Mart are a definite maybe .... How

about reinvestment? Won’t a lot of that $20 million in sales be

returned to the local or regional economy? Research in the U.S.

says otherwise, time and again. A recent and very thorough study,

, compared the economic

impact of ten local firms and 10 chains. Impacts were expressed

in two terms: per $100 revenue and per square foot. Here are the

results:

Instead of spending their time thinking about how to attract a

Wal-Mart, in other words, Port Alberni’s city council would have

been wiser to figure out how to build up a number of locally

owned businesses.

Given what Wal-Mart wants from you and what you want from

Wal-Mart, is there a middle ground to be found? Maybe, but it

takes knowledge of your retail sector plus a lot of determination.

To quote Jim Savage,“Communities should try to get some

commitment from Wal-Mart before it moves into the area to

provide cash and in-kind to help defray some of the impacts to

their community.” In fact, wherever Wal-Mart has stores or

distribution centres, cities, states, even nations, are enacting

legislation and other ordinances to help their communities

withstand – or prevent –“the Wal-Mart effect.”

Labour Relations Act

The Andersonville Study of Retail Economics

�

�

�

�

For every $100 in consumer spending with a local firm, $73

remains in the local economy.

For every $100 in consumer spending with a chain firm, $43

remains in the local economy.

For every square foot occupied by a local firm, local economic

impact is $179.

For every square foot occupied by a chain firm, local economic

impact is $105.

Belling the Cat

Dr. Norman Tyler has compiled years of research by many

people and organizations on the effects of Wal-Mart on

downtowns and small cities in Michigan. He suggests the

following regulatory policies to communities:

1. The mall should be granted only under a special permit that

includes criteria related to the environment, traffic, fiscal

impacts, and community character, as well as the impacts on

downtown. These impacts should be addressed assuming full

build-out of the entire property.

2. The mall should be governed by a site plan review. It should

include provisions and covenants for buffer and open space

restrictions, design, and landscape architecture components

that should be enforced in perpetuity.

3. Expect the mall developer to pay for the technical and legal

assistance that the community requires.

Here are some additional ideas for local governments to

consider.

Chicago City Council is taking a proactive route to dealing

with Wal-Mart and other big box stores. Its“Big Box Ordinance”

obliges retailers with facilities of 75,000 sq. ft. or over to pay at

least $9.40 an hour, with $3 an hour in benefits. It also restricts

action they take in opposition to unions. The intention is to“level

the playing field for entrepreneurs and smaller competitors” in

Chicago. Wal-Mart would not deal. After two tries to establish

stores in two parts of town, Wal-Mart gave up on its South Side

proposal, arguing that the ordinance“singles out some – not all –

businesses in Chicago.”

In a similar vein, one of the largest initiatives in the U.S.

currently is the push for cities and counties to enact“Living

Wage” laws. They oblige businesses that benefit in any way from

public funds (including grants, contracts, loans, or subsidies from

�

�

�

Place restrictions on Wal-Mart to counter the effects of

allowing the store to provide businesses identical to pre-

existing ones in the area (e.g., photo labs, vision centres,

pharmacies, auto service centres.) In many smaller cities, these

businesses have been part of the social fabric of the

community for a long time. Allowing Wal-Mart to undercut

them will rip apart that fabric.

Insist that any restaurants or cafés planned for the Wal-Mart

be owned and operated by a local company (not a chain) and

staffed with local people.

Require proposals for stores over 30,000 sq. ft. to submit to a

community impact review conducted by an independent

consultant selected by the city and paid for by the developer.

This analysis should estimate how much revenue generated by

the project will be retained and re-directed back into the local

economy. It or additional studies should include assessments

of any environmental and other economic and social impacts.

(Wal-Mart may insist on supplying its own consultants to do

impact assessments. They wouldn’t accept Urbanics’ research

in Courtenay, so a citizens’ group ended up funding it.)
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any government level or agency) to pay their employees a wage at

least equivalent to that required to support a family of four at the

“poverty line” (i.e. around US$9.06). Over 60 cities, including

Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Denver, Detroit, New Haven, and

San Jose have passed such laws.

The town of Carroll, Iowa struck a deal, however. It convinced

Wal-Mart“to accept the city center location and agree to build

the new store to complement the existing mall …[so they] could

protect and enhance their investment in the central business

district ….” Carroll’s success required the understanding and

support of local business and government leaders, and resulted in

strengthening the city core when a number of other stores

decided to build in Carroll’s downtown.

At the state level, Montana Senator Ken Toole has introduced

a bill to enable levying a tax on big box stores. He says the tax is

necessary to offset the higher costs big box stores impose on the

state because of extra services (roads and policing) they require

and because many workers rely on public assistance programs.

The bill would exempt stores where at least three-quarters of

employees work full-time and earn sufficient wages to keep them

off public assistance.

The impact Wal-Mart has on communities depends a lot on

the community. If yours has a robust and thriving business sector,

or if there is some major draw that’s bringing in new residents and

other new businesses or industries, then you’re probably not going

to see many of the effects that happen elsewhere, at least not

initially. After six years, Nanaimo’s downtown has recovered.“The

best strategy is to be yourself,” says George Hanson of the

Downtown Nanaimo Partnership.“Downtown retailers focus on

the fact that our downtown is unique. It has ‘destination appeal’

and a neighbourhood ambience that the malls don’t offer.”

But if your local economy is already having difficulties,

then things will probably get a lot worse. You’ll need a lot of

community-wide co-operation and an effective strategy to come

out ahead of the Wal-Mart pack.

To stick with the biological metaphor, social systems require a

good deal of diversity to maintain stability. By driving business

away from towns or even out of the country, Wal-Mart reduces

diversity. What partnerships will your town need to develop with

local educational and financial institutions, unions, local govern-

ments, and other agencies in order to provide the diversity needed?

Look for models that will create the full range of benefits that you

are after – local jobs, local reinvestment of profits, and affordable

consumer goods.

So what happened in Port Alberni? Our Wal-Mart opened its

doors about a month ago. A drive by on any day shows a packed

parking lot, while directly across the highway at the“old” Canadian

Tire store, the parking lot is nearly empty. Before the Wal-Mart

opened, the Canadian Tire store owner said he wasn’t worried.

Well, I am. And he may be starting to feel the same.

The New Rules Project. This site has a wealth of information, tools, and research

to assist communities in dealing with the community and economic effects of

Wal-Mart and other big box stores. 15 Feb 2005 <http://www.newrules.org>

rev. ed.), Chicago, Ill.: Civic Economics

(February 2005). 15 Feb 2005

<http://www.civiceconomics.com/Andersonville>

Charles Fishman,“The Wal-Mart You Don’t Know,” Issue

77 (Dec 2003). 15 Feb 2005

<http://www.fastcompany.com/magazine/77/Wal-Mart.html>

Democratic staff of the Committee on Education and the Workforce, U.S. House

of Representatives,“Everyday Low Wages: The Hidden Price We All Pay For

Wal-Mart,” February 16, 2004. Feb 15 2005

<http://www.agribusinessaccountability.org/page/310/1)

Ogilvy Renault Labour and Employment Law Group,“Wal-Mart, Unions

and Free Speech in Canada,” October 2004. 15 Feb 2005

<http://www.ogilvyrenault.com>

The Andersonville Study of Retail Economics (

Fast Company Magazine,

Recommended Reading

MAGGIE PAQUET is a free-lance journalist who doesn’t shop at Wal-Mart. A
fully referenced copy of this article is available from www.cedworks.com or
by contacting the Centre for Community Enterprise at 1-888-255-6779 or
mcnair@cedworks.com. To contact Maggie directly, email
maggie_paquet@telus.net.

In the End

Someone I spoke to recently compared Wal-Mart to a useful

predator that eliminates the weak and sickly from the local

economy. He’s got a point, but he should not be imagining a wolf

or cougar with that metaphor … more like a .

Wal-Mart has enormous potential to change the character of

your town. Make sure the community is involved in driving the

direction of change. Some towns have stood face-to-face with

the Wal-Mart juggernaut and said,“Yes, we know you look to

your bottom line, and that’s as it should be. We, too, have a

bottom line, and that is the well-being of our citizens and our

town’s socio-economic structure.” Some towns have got Wal-

Mart to be active and good corporate citizens. In Quesnel, for

instance, Wal-Mart agreed to use its foyer to display marketing

information about the downtown area and the rest of the

community. Courtenay got $600,000 from Wal-Mart for strictly

municipal use.

Tyrannosaurus Rex

Pay rates, benefits, & working conditions at
Wal-Mart’s stores in Canada are not a sign of
the company’s benevolence. They are a reflection
of provincial & federal labour legislation &,
in turn, a strong trade union movement.
Wal-Mart has it in for both.




