
More details can be found in the  paper: “Dissension in the Countryside: Bridging the Rural-Urban Divide with a New 
Rural Policy“ co-authored with Rose Olfert. The paper can be found at my web site at Ohio State. Much of this 
includes background for those who have not thought about place-based policy.
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Rural Policy“ co-authored with Rose Olfert. The paper can be found at my web site at Ohio State. Much of this 
includes background for those who have not thought about place-based policy.

I thank Infrastructure Canada for their support in funding part of this research under a grant entitled: “Mapping 
the Rural-Urban Interface: Partnerships for Sustainable Infrastructure Development.” We also thank the Canada 
Rural Revitalization Foundation and the Federation of Canadian Municipalities for their support in this project, in 
particular Robert Greenwood.

I appreciate the help of Mike St. Louis and Erin Sawyer in their help preparing the commuting slides.

In my presentation, I want to be a little on the edge. I want to challenge conventional 
wisdom to try to get you to think about a future Rural Canada that is healthy and 
sustainable and vibrant for our children. Yet, to get there, we have to abandon some 
old thinking and adapt some of ideas to 21st Century realities. So, to be successful, I 
have to tell you things that you didn’t know or I present things you already knew, but 
in a new light. Only this way will such presentations help you can find innovative 
solutions for your communities. 



Rex Murphy’s agent call the other speakers and they 
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Rex Murphy’s agent call the other speakers and they 
decided they need a speaker who would make the 
other speakers look good. They asked, who could 
possibly be more boring than an economist? U.S. hard 
working/ but not smart/good looking

Of course, I do not have the solution to every 
community’s current woes and path to long-term 
sustainability. Yet, rural researchers have learned a 
great deal of looking at the path of North American 
rural development over the last 75 years. I am talking 
about how to increase community’s odds of having a 
sustainable future. The way I would look at my advice 
as being akin to a doctor advising you not to smoke. 
Of course we can find smokers who live long healthy 
lives and we can find non-smokers who experience an 
early death, but quitting smoking greatly increases 
your odds of surviving a long time. 



Does a consultant have good messaging, so you take them over the doctor?
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Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal are dynamic world class cities and they are very 

different than 20 years ago. Montreal has fallen from the top-tier Canadian city to a 

uncertain status regarding separatism to one of the more creative cities in North 

America. 
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Good intentions is not the same as creating jobs.

I preface this by noting good energy policy or environmental policy is 
not the same as good rural policy. 

If everybody says that pigs fly, would pigs really fly? The same is 
unfortunately true about fads—just because there is a lot of 
chattering….

Rural=nonmetropolitan in this discussion.

Ethanol boom is busting as few new plants are being constructed:

See: “Ethanol Is Dream Deferred for Farming Towns Too Late to Biofuel”

http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=email_en&refer=home&sid=azPOyrCia

8Nc. Sept 12. 2008.

Other sources are on the next slide.
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Rural=nonmetropolitan in this discussion.

Source is on the next slide.
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Note the secular decline of agriculture in Canada and Ontario, where Ontario forms 

a benchmark. Canada and Ontario mirror each other.
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Other primary sector exhibits the same pattern as agriculture.
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Unlike 1950, ag and other primary is a small share of even rural and small town 

Alberta which is defined after taking out CAs/CMAs or towns/cities>10,000 and their 

tight commuting zones. 
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Canada has the same pattern of a declining farm population, rising urban 

population, BUT relatively stable Nonfarm rural population. In fact higher than in 

1931.

Sources, see Partridge and Olfert, (2008)

“Dissension in the Countryside: Bridging the Rural-Urban Divide with a New 
Rural Policy, available at www.aede.osu.edu/programs/swank
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This lesson also underscores the growing rural-urban interdependence which is 

described below.
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Amenity driven growth is very powerful. For perspective, I picked places that we 

have heard of though not rural. Also to avoid the small base problem of a county of 

100 people that added 100 people doubled in population—who cares. So: 

(Okanagan region Kelowna, BC)

Between 2001-06, metropolitan Calgary grew 13.4%; but metro Las Vegas 
grew 22% to almost 1.8million; metro Phoenix grew 19.3% during the period 
to over 4 million people. But LV and Phoenix have been doing this for 
decades. 

[As an aside, don’t always believe what you read in the media—the 
Economist recently ran a story suggesting Phoenix was struggling, while 
running articles describing red-hot Alberta.]

Regarding metro adjacent settings, metropolitan Wood Buffalo (Ft McMurray) 
2001-06 grew 23.6%/ exurban Delaware County outside of Columbus, in slow 
growing Ohio grew 31.4% during the period to nearly 157,000 people

Sources: Statistics Canada, www.statscan.ca, U.S. Census Bureau, 
www.census.gov
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This shows population growth over the 2001-2006 period using Census Divisions. 

Ditto for W. Canada, where Saskatoon is nearing critical mass to take off (but 

further from this stage than Halifax). If (say) Saskatoon gained the critical mass, this 

would have very favorable effects for the rest of Sask rural and urban alike.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census of Population using 2006 CCS boundaries.    
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This is the share of a community’s (CCS) workforce that commutes into the 

Edmonton CMA in 2001. 50km, 100km and 150km rings around Edmonton. This 

differs from Stats Canada’s definition of CMA because they usually only consider 

commuting into the urban core, while we are considering the entire CMA where the 

city’s outlying businesses also affect regional linkages. This better reflects the rural-

urban interdependence and the influence of the city rather than limiting it to the city 

core.

Red is 75% of the community’s labour force commutes to the Edmonton CMA, Light 

red is 50 to 75% commute to the Edmonton CMA, and so on to light green where 1 

to 5% commute to the Edmonton CMA.

Note that Edmonton’s influence extends for 100+kms in terms 
of commuting rates of 5-25% for the local labor force.

Source: Statistics Canada and Canada Rural Economy Research Lab (CRERL) 

Mapping the Rural Urban Interface Project. http://www.crerl.usask.ca/infra.php
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Notes that growth is very urban centric. Very strong in exurban (rural) counties 

outside of metropolitan areas. Winnipeg, Twin Cities, St. Cloud, Thunder Bay, 

Fargo, Brandon.

But, not in this rapid semi-circle band of growth extending from just outside the 

Northern suburbs of the Twin Cities through Brainerd, and Bemidji. This is amenity 

driven growth that is reaching Lake of the Woods, and Itasca counties. My point is 

that this growth began near the Twin Cities in the 1960s and is coming this way. At 

one time, these communities were also dependent on a combination of forestry, 

mining, and some agriculture, and now they are prosperous communities that use 

their natural advantage as their engine of growth. This pattern should reach the 

International Falls/Ft Frances region as well.
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S. Ontario Cottage Country is a high amenity area outside the clear reach of urban 

areas. It is rapidly growing illustrating the gains that can be made in more remote 

areas with the right-mix of “natural capital.”
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Notice the growth in SE Manitoba near Lake of the Woods.

23



24



25



For sources on Amenities, See:

Kim, Kwang-Koo, D.W. Marcouiller, and S.C. Deller. 2005. Natural Amenities 
and Rural Development: Understanding Spatial and Distributional Attributes. 
Growth and Change. 36: 273-297.

Ferguson, Mark, Kamar Ali, M. Rose Olfert, Mark D. Partridge. “Voting with 
their Feet: Jobs Versus Amenities.” Growth and Change 38 (Winter 2007, 1): 
77-110.

Deller, Steven, David W. Marcoullier, Donald B.K. English and Victor Lledo. 
2006. Regional Economic Growth with a Focus on Amenities, in Amenities 
and Rural Development: Theory, Methods and Public Policy. (eds Green, G., 
Deller, S., and Marcouiller, D.), Northhampton, MA: Edward Elgar.

Deller, S.C., T. Tsung-Hsiu, D.W. Marcouiller, and D.B.K. English. 2001. The 
Role of Amenities and Quality of Life in Rural Economic Growth. American 
Journal of Agricultural Economics. 83(2): 352-365.
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Brooks 2006, 12,500pop, grew 7.7% 10.6% in Alberta

Brooks CA 2006, 22,452 pop, grew 3.5%

Medicine Hat, 56,997, 11.2%

Medicine Hat, CA, 68,822, 11.5% 

Special Area 4; 1,389, lost 8.9%

CD 1 (MH+ cty of 40 Mile) 74,550, 10.6%

CD 4 (Sas) 10,600, -6.2%
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Darker shades of red are population growth; darker shades of blue is population 

loss.

Describe the Prairies and Alberta fitting into broader North American population 

trends. Not simple NDP vs Conservatives or Dems vs Reps in U.S.

Data note: The component counties that made up Broomfield CO, Colorado are 

merged for purposes of calculating population change.
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Wyoming could not capture long run growth from energy. Denver/CO got the 
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growth. Wyoming lacked the cities and other advantages. Alberta has Calgary and 

Edmonton and its low tax climate is not found elsewhere in Canada. More Canadian 

and U.S. evidence of natural resources curse can be found in “Community 

Cooperation or Community Collapse” April 2006 presentation at High Level, AB, 

available at www.crerl.usask.ca under presentations.


