
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….They asked, who could possibly be 
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Rex Murphy….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. 
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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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Blue is pop loss and red is pop gain. CCS is roughly a community. 

100km commuting rings around cities of at least 10,000 (CAs).  Almost all of 
the growth (except mining and near reserves) took place in these bands.

The “news” is that rural growth concentrates in the rings for rural Canada. 
Goal is to expand the “rings” so that more rural Canadians participate in the 
growth.

Source: Agricultural Division of Statistics Canada on the CD-ROM “Selected 
Variables from the Census of Population, 1981 to 2001 tabulated within 1996 
boundaries for census divisions and census consolidated subdivisions” 
(contact Ray Bollman). Data Liberation Initiative. 
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This is the share of a community’s (CCS) workforce that commutes into the 

Lethbridge CA in 2001. 50km, 100km and 150km rings around Lethbridge. This 

differs from Stats Canada’s definition of CA 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 Lethbridge CA, Light 

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

5% commute to the Lethbridge CA.

Note that Lethbridge’s influence extends for 50+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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This is the share of a community’s (CCS) workforce that commutes into the 

Medicine Hat CA in 2001. 50km, 100km and 150km rings around Medicine Hat. This 

differs from Stats Canada’s definition of CA 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 Medicine Hat CA, 

Light red is 50 to 75% commute to the Medicine Hat CA, and so on to light green 

where 1 to 5% commute to the Medicine Hat CA.

Note that Medicine Hat’s influence extends for 50+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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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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This is the share of a community’s (CCS) workforce that commutes into the Calgary 

CMA in 2001. 50km, 100km and 150km rings around Calgary. 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 Calgary CMA, Light 

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

5% commute to the Calgary CMA.

Note that Calgary’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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This table is by way of summarizing some of the relationships.  As researchers in rural 
development, we seem to spend quite a lot of our time convincing rural and urban development, we seem to spend quite a lot of our time convincing rural and urban 
audiences, and especially the latter that the interdependence is mutual, that a regional 
approach makes sense.  This table can be used to illustrate the interdependence.  The 
shading on here was initially designed to signify demand and supply though I am not sure 
that is entirely applicable.  But I think of the white as the demand side of both product and 
factor markets and the shaded as supply.  So the rural population, at least within 
commuting distance depends on urban for employment, for private and public services, and 
for urban amenities.  Extending out some distance form the urban centre, the rural 
population is on the demand side for these goods and services.  From the perspective of 
the urban centre, they depend on the rural labour force for some of their workforce, the rural 
population forms part of the market for the private and public goods and services provided 
in the city, as well as the urban amenities.  

On the other hand, Urban residents have a demand for recreation in rural areas, for food 
safety and security, for a maintained environment, and for land for residential, industrial and 
commercial development beyond their current boundaries if they are to  expand in an 
orderly way.  From the rural perspective each of these can be seen as the basis for 
supplying recreation activities, food, environmental stewardship, and some arrangement for 
realizing tax revenues or proceeds from the sale of land.

A full understanding of these relationships is necessary in order to elicit the kind of 
cooperation or joint effort that is required to realize the mutual benefits of this 
interdependence. Mutual benefits as well as conflicts—both call for cooperation . Ultimately 
governance of urban and rural areas is involved.
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Other countries are finding their version of improvements, Canada should find its 
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own way to make improvements.

Indiana Commission on Government Reform: Streamlining Local Government: 

We‟ve got to stop governing like this . December 2007. Available at 
http://indianalocalgovreform.iu.edu/assets/docs/Report_12-10-07.pdf



•At least if we are worried about long-term sustainability of communities, 
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cooperation seems better than going it alone and seeing the community die (or 

unnecessarily struggle). 

•But, regional cooperation needs to be properly planned and needs to be proactive 

enough to be successful.

•These are several reasons that argue for a regional approach and they should be 

considered when forming regions of common interests.



In Ohio, we have local competition for each other’s jobs down to a precise science. 
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It goes w/o saying that Ohio is 48th and 49th in the U.S. in terms of growth dating 

back to 1995. We simply do not focus on building new wealth or attracting wealth 

from outside the state.



Provinces are amazing creatures. They jealously guard their interests and 
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autonomy from the federal government, but they are reluctant to share their power 

with their own local governments. Quebec is increasingly an exception in their 

development policies in that the province devolves more authority to local levels of 

government. 

By not planning, we get communities pitted against one-another. The outcome is a 

zero-sum game where all parties lose out. Rural communities, in their quest for 

growth, can lose their identity without cooperation. Moreover, sprawl can be a 

wasteful development that is not friendly to the environment and is expensive to 

provide infrastructure.
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Gander advertises rural tourism to attract tourists to their airport, they provide job 
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opportunities to rural commuters, allowing neighboring rural communities to keep a 

critical mass of people. In turn, Gander attracts a labor force and benefits from rural 

shoppers. All are in the same boat and all mutually benefit.

Another good example is Action Southwest in southwest Sask, centered in Swift 

Current.



Governance in regions needs to be sure that all stakeholders participate and that all 
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communities benefit.



For communities to act as a region for their common interest, these factors should 
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be considered.

Mayor Ayling referred to this strategy as changing his view of community and 

regional growth in Northern Alberta. A nearby community’s mayor noted how 

Grande Prairie’s success was revitalizing her town.



I often get asked, what can we do? What industry should be go after? I point out 

that this is the wrong question, you should ask, how can we make it so that all of the 

best industries want to come here? One answer is how can we make it good for 

people to live there, and the jobs will follow.
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good schools  implies skilled workers & good schools  implies skilled workers & 

attract their parents.
As Ed Glaeser says, get a lot of smart people and get out of there way.
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Small businesses create more jobs on net--Birch.
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Don’t try to reshape the future so that it makes you more comfortable.

Besides being futile, it will be ineffective
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Places don’t have to figure out the winning firms, but make it so that they will want 

to be where you are.
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To conclude, I want to reaffirm what a pleasure it has been here today. I 

acknowledge that building a better, more sustainable Canada can seem 

challenging. Yet, there are opportunities and regional cooperation is high on that list. 

Remember, Canada’s region are very special places, and what you do today will 

affect the vitality and sustainability of this very special place for children and 

grandchildren. For this, I hope this presentation has stimulated you, not only for the 

remainder of this workshop, but also to go back and to your communities and try 

new innovative solutions.
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Human capital and the knowledge economy trumps alternative forms of growth.

“One job function that is increasingly important in the knowledge economy is 

creative thinking—combining knowledge and ideas in novel ways to solve problems 

or create new opportunities. Occupations that typically require high levels of 

creativity include engineers, scientists, designers, artists, and business managers. 

Highly creative occupations are found predominantly in metropolitan areas, but 

some nonmetro counties also contain a relatively high proportion of these 

occupations.” Source: Rural America at a Glance.

Source, USDA, ERS, Rural America at a Glance, 2007 Edition. Available at: 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/eib31/eib31.htm (downloaded, Feb 20, 2008).
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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.


