
This is a picture of the Sentinel.
It is a cedar tree that means a lot to me.
This is the only community that would build a road
around a tree. If it’s there, we work around it.
It is a force ... a being.”

The Study

Sitting in a circle around a cluster of photographs are six women. Sharon is in the

middle of her presentation. What began tentatively, almost shyly, has turned into a

gentle, evocative learning experience for everyone present. As each woman speaks,

the rest listen. In time they also allow themselves to comment on the photos, each

hesitantly opening herself to the others.

I’m in Sointula, a town of 800 people on Malcolm Island, which lies in Johnson

Strait 500 kilometers northwest of Victoria, B.C. For years, communities in this

remote country formed around catching fish, logging, or mining. Over the last ten

years, resource extraction jobs have become more and more scarce. People were

forced to scale back their style of living or to relocate. Those who have stayed

struggle with underemployment or have tried to get retrained or to find seasonal

employment, in the tourist industry, for example.

My paying job is to assist Sointula and communities all over northern

Vancouver Island with diversifying the economy and helping people choose

employment outside resource extraction. I’m also a student. As part of a Royal

Roads University Master’s degree in Leadership and Training, I had to complete a

major project that enhanced my professional abilities and helped me better

understand my own values in personal leadership. I was curious about what

motivated people in these places to stay when other residents had left. The women

who worked at a shellfish co-operative in Sointula were especially interesting. Why

did they continue to invest so much time and effort in Sointula’s survival?

That became my project topic. Rather than simply asking Sharon and the others

to express their deepest values, I chose a roundabout approach. I asked them to go

out armed with a camera and take pictures of what was important to them about

this place. What made them stay on when its economic future looked so bleak?

What began as a study of a rural economy became an exploration of a commu-

nity’s sense of place, women’s informal learning, and grassroots community change.

Sointula began as a socialist commune of Finnish immigrants who promoted co-

operation in all aspects of daily life, free political debate, and feminine equality.

Today those values are still reflected by the number of local co-operatives, the

resistance to government decision-making, and the leadership role played by

women in the community’s life.

Speaking from the Heart
Uncovering Sointula’s passionate sense of place

By Evelyn Clark
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The culture of this small town dictates informal gathering as a form of

decision-making. Meetings occur over the table in the coffee shop as well as

the boardroom. Questions are answered waiting in the ferry line-up as well

as at public meetings.

Sointula’s women play a very important part in these informal

activities. Women gather together to discuss important community

concerns and act as mentors to one another and then organize them-

selves to act. This type of activity has ramifications beyond the specific

task at hand. By keeping up the spirit of community they help sustain

the economic matrix of the town, optimism, and the prospect of

recovery. They build solidarity.

The women at the shellfish co-operative are a good example of this.

They help to maintain shellfish-rearing tanks and clean out raceways.

They bring in school children to learn more about mariculture. They

sit on strategic planning committees to deal with governance issues. In

short, they are the unpaid lifeblood of the community giving this

enterprise precious time to develop into a commercially viable entity.

As a community economic developer in the midst of these women, I

am under a great deal of scrutiny. Anonymity does not exist. Although

my neighbours do not sign my paycheque, I am accountable to them. My

job is to ask the right questions and dig deeply into the“whys” and

“wherefores” of each woman’s life. To ask them straight out,“What’s

important to your life here?” would be both intimidating and disrespect-

ful. So I sent them out with the cameras instead.

Next, I asked the women to get together one evening and create a

photographic display that showed what they had discovered. I asked them

to write short sentences about each photo to explain why they took it.

During the cutting and pasting, each participant had the opportunity to

talk about their photo display and to tell the story of their lives and their

connections to Sointula. Follow-up discussion, both in a talking circle and

one-on-one conversations, brought out themes about the women’s

connections and relationships.

It’s a technique that is currently called“Photo-Voice.” The results were

quite different from what you might get from your conventional“commu-

nity visioning workshop” with a visiting consultant.

The photographs did not contain many of the things that I expected.

No pictures of employment opportunities and community leaders.

Instead, we witnessed examples of family portraits, ocean view-scapes,

and ancient cedar trees. The language was not of “opportunities,” “goals,”

and“barriers.” When asked to describe these photos the women

underscored their discoveries with such words as,“pristine nature,”

“serenity,” “co-operation,” and“connection.”

I was transfixed by the women’s passion for their community, their

willingness to share in order to learn from each other, and their hope

for the future. The displays indicated something that could not be fully

expressed with words: a deep-seated sense of place.

Sense of place refers to how one is bound to a geographical area, a

community, or even a time. It is a concept that is both ethereal and

Sense of Place
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“Fun. Celebration.” (Sharon Tanner)

“The Centre
of my Universe.”
(Carmen Burrows)

“The Centre
of my Universe.”
(Carmen Burrows)
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deeply personal. It reflects the deep attachments that people have to

a part of the world or the value they give their surroundings. It

informs both community members’ judgments about a place and

how they want to see their community develop. It is the source of

the endurance and collaboration in small towns like Sointula, and

must be honoured.

Likewise, what people know and how they learn must be

honoured.

Frequently, well-meaning community developers try to teach

local people about how their community can be assisted. With no

understanding of local culture (and commonly of academic

inclination), developers try to come into a community to train its

members in community development.

But communities like Sointula need and want to create their

own solutions. Day-to-day life experience lays the groundwork for

deep, sensitive community development. Local knowledge is of

central importance when decisions need to be made in any

community. While outsiders can act as mentors, community

economic development ideally should take place through people

who are a part of the local community: people who have a good

understanding of local culture, a trusted long-term commitment to

the community, and working relationships with its members.

Residents, whose families have lived in the area for generations –

are the experts in matters pertaining to their hometown and

community. Living close to the elements, aware of the values held

by themselves and other community members – these factors give

people the right and obligation to decide their community’s future.

The challenge is to mobilize this local knowledge, pride, and

awareness as a catalyst for action. That need not involve training of

a structured, directive nature.

What rural people need in order to learn is access to one

another. Where a developer can be of great assistance is in setting

up and supporting open forums where rural folks can gather to

they
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better understand one another, explore their many deeply held

common values, and gain strength to face hard-made decisions.

Sometimes, spending time to simply listen and talk about

everyday experience can be training enough. Much like the

conversations that arose during the Sointula study’s interviews,

developers would be wise to ask the community members what

they require and work hard to deliver that to them. This method

enhances communications and develops trust between the devel-

oper and community members. It also allows local people to drive

the learning process.

The Sentinel was Sharon’s major contribution to her picture

display. This cedar tree had likely been growing on the hillside by

Mitchell Bay for a thousand years. About 50 years ago, a road was

built into that part of Malcolm Island. Instead of simply cutting

down the ancient giant, someone with a great deal of foresight

pushed the road around the cedar and left it standing. It became a

guardian for the tiny settlement. The picture for the photo display

was taken the day the Sentinel started to fall. Sharon rushed out to

the hillside when she caught word of its demise and snapped the

picture before it crashed to the ground.

In Sharon’s personal act of honouring the past, she summed up

one of the requirements for excellent community economic

development practice. This powerful sense of place that links the

Sointula women and their visions together allows community

values to shine through during times of unparalleled change. It

ensures that Sointula remains a community where people want to

live, making decisions about a future that is aligned to the values

they have come to believe in.

That is something we must not forget, no matter how intricate

and complicated CED may seem to us. Grassroots change starts

and ends with community members. Local knowledge that is

honoured and acted upon creates communities where people enjoy

their quality of life, and continue to support their communities

even through economic and social stresses.

Grassroots Community Change

EVELYN CLARK is a Community Economic Development Co-ordinator for

Community Futures Development Corporation of Mount Waddington, in Port

McNeill, B.C. She can be reached atevelyn@island.net.

“We are watchers – we watch for what we can’t
see. Fog represents possible hidden danger so we
listen instead.” (Lauren Klingbeil)
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