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Growing Canada’s Rural Economies: 
Toward an economic renaissance in agri-food and other sectors 

 
Proceedings Report 

 
Key Findings 
 
The Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute (CAPI) recently hosted a one-day symposium to 
identify policies that could enhance economic activity in rural Canada. Held in Winnipeg, the 
aim of the symposium – with the aid of numerous experts – was to identify what is currently 
known on this issue, and highlight questions and topics that participants felt should be 
addressed. Presenters and their audiences came from a wide variety of backgrounds, from 
career academics to family farmers. Several key findings emerged. These key findings are 
described in more detail under section 7 on page 17 of the report. 
 
The presenters raised a number of important considerations for growing Canada’s rural 
economies. A key theme was the fact that agriculture is not a major contributor to rural 
economies. In predominantly rural regions, 7% of rural employment is in agriculture, 
increasing to nearly 12% when the complete agri-food chain is taken into account. Other 
economic sectors – such as manufacturing, health care, construction and the provision of goods 
and services at the retail level – are larger sources of employment. Therefore, policymakers 
must recognize the diversity of rural economies. A minority of participants expressed the view 
that agriculture remains a driving force of rural development, contributing significantly to the 
economic underpinning of non-urban areas. 
 
Since rural areas are becoming so diversified, many of the symposium’s participants felt that 
public investment needs to be placed in people and places, rather than sectors. Several speakers 
noted that a vibrant rural economy emerges from the unique assets in a region, which are its 
people and their entrepreneurial skills, the geography of the areas and its natural qualities, and 
proximity to major urban centres. Local initiatives that account for these community assets 
have been shown to help grow rural communities.   
 
Therefore, some argued that the policy and regulatory framework should support innovation 
and entrepreneurship. Examples abound of successful rural agri-businesses and agri-food 
sectors that are based on innovation and entrepreneurship. Such an environment supports job 
creation, economic clusters, or amalgamated economies, particularly when these areas are able 
to attract capital. 
 
In addition to stressing the need to support entrepreneurship, the presenters observed that 
infrastructure is a key building block for vibrant rural economies. This includes infrastructure 
to support transportation of goods, people, water, and (via broadband technologies) 
information. Historically, communities have developed around transportation infrastructure, 
and cannot grow when infrastructure is constrained.  
 
Networking is another major piece of the puzzle. Networking throughout the supply chains and 
with senior levels of government can help rural areas to grow. Rural areas can benefit not only 
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from local governance initiatives, but also the amalgamation of programs and services that 
cover a wider area than a specific rural community.  
 
The symposium revealed a number of factors that contribute to vibrant rural communities: rural 
Canada requires rural-focused policies and initiatives to help grow local rural economies. 
While agri-food policies should be kept separate from rural policies, clearly the policies and 
issues that affect the agri-food sector also affect the rural economy, such as regulations, 
infrastructure, availability of labour, and stewardship of natural resources.  
 
The symposium noted that a number of organizations across Canada are undertaking initiatives 
to help grow rural economies. Such organizations include the Alberta Association of Municipal 
Districts and Counties, the Saskatchewan Agrivision Corporation, Western Economic 
Diversification Canada, The Centre for Rural Leadership, the Ontario Association of 
Community Futures Development Corporations, the Ontario Rural Council, and the Rural 
Development Network of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. Through mechanisms such as 
this proceeding report, CAPI will encourage organizations that have a rural mandate to focus 
on the issues highlighted at the symposium.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute (CAPI) recently held a symposium to identify 
policies that could enhance economic activity in rural Canada. CAPI believes that a viable 
agricultural economy requires a robust rural economy. The project was entitled Growing 
Canada’s Rural Economies.  
 
The purpose of the symposium was to identify what is currently known on this issue, and 
highlight questions and topics that participants felt should be addressed. Over 70 participants 
attended, representing a broad range of interests: federal, provincial, and municipal 
governments, non-governmental agricultural organizations, universities, and industry.  
 
In order to explore our current level of knowledge regarding rural economies, and identify 
topics for further exploration, CAPI invited 11 speakers. Barry Todd, the Deputy Minister of 
Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives, gave the opening address. He identified 
numerous activities the Manitoba government is undertaking to maintain and stimulate the 
province’s rural economies.  
 
The first session was called Context Building: Rural, Clusters and Agri-Food. Three speakers 
spoke about how a rural economy is defined and measured. Ray Bollman of Statistics Canada 
spoke on the importance of agriculture to Canada’s rural economy. Rob Greenwood of 
Memorial University spoke on sectors, regions, and rural-urban relations. James Milway, of the 
Institute for Competitiveness and Prosperity, spoke about rural clusters.  
 
Luncheon speaker Bernd Christmas spoke about the efforts of one rural community, an 
Aboriginal community, to stimulate its economy and partner on projects with the private 
sector. Mr. Christmas is Senior Vice-President, National Practice Leader, Aboriginal Affairs, 
Hill & Knowlton Canada (Vancouver).  
 
The second session focused on efforts in the U.S. and Europe to stimulate rural economic 
activity. Jack Geller, of Geller & Associates, spoke about economic development strategies for 
changing the rural economy in Minnesota. Mark Partridge, of Ohio State University, spoke 
about the diversity of rural America. José Antonio Ardavín, of the OECD, spoke about 
economic diversification, innovation, clusters and the new rural economy in OECD countries.  
 
The third session focused on rural economic activity and agri-food. Red Williams, of the 
Saskatchewan Agrivision Corporation, spoke about the need for a strong rural infrastructure to 
stimulate economic activity. Brad Wildeman, of the company Pound-Maker, described the 
philosophy and growth of this rural-based agriculture company. Donald Johnson, Chair of the 
Rural Forum with the Federation of Canadian Municipalities, spoke of the need to support rural 
development.           
 
In the fourth session, facilitator John Groenewegen led the group in a discussion of next steps. 
Participants engaged in a robust discussion on several topics: What approaches are needed to 
create more economic activity? What policies, or changes to current policies and programs, 
will create more economic activity in rural Canada? How can the agri-food sector contribute to 
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a more vibrant rural economy? What agri-food policies or programs need to be developed, or 
modified, to facilitate higher levels of economic activity in rural areas? In terms of increased 
economic activity in rural areas, what agri-food policy research questions should CAPI pursue?  
 
The balance of this proceeding report provides summaries of the presentations, and a summary 
of the group discussion and participants’ views on areas to explore next.  
 
2. OPENING REMARKS/ADDRESS 
 
Gaetan Lussier, Chair, CAPI 
 
Gaetan Lussier, the Chair of CAPI, welcomed all those in attendance, and set the scene for the 
symposium. He described how CAPI intended to undertake a project to identify policies that 
could enhance economic activity in rural Canada. CAPI’s interest in this project is based on the 
belief that to maintain a viable agricultural economy, Canada needs a vibrant rural economy. 
For this reason, CAPI invited participants from a wide range of industries and fields. The 
symposium’s objective was to identify what is known about the rural economy, and determine 
the topics that need further exploration. Ultimately, CAPI wanted help to devise a possible 
policy framework to guide a rural renaissance in Canada. Mr. Lussier then introduced Barry 
Todd, Manitoba’s Deputy Minister of Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives. Mr. Todd has a 
long and distinguished career in agriculture, both as an academic and a public servant. He 
obtained a PhD from the University of Manitoba in Weed Science, and assumed a series of 
positions in agricultural research and policy. He became Deputy Minister in 2004. At the 
Ministry, Barry undertook a major reorganization in order to meet the evolving needs of the 
agriculture industry, farm families and rural communities. The reorganization created a new 
focus on value-added processing, additional income streams for agricultural producers and 
rural communities and enhanced food safety.  
 
Barry Todd, Deputy Minister, Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives   
 
Barry Todd, Deputy Minister of Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural Initiatives, extended a 
welcome on behalf of his minister, the Hon. Rosann Wowchuk. The Deputy Minister described 
initiatives in Manitoba to stimulate the rural economy. He stressed that the Manitoba 
government believes that rural communities must develop multiple streams of income from 
their resource base. For example, opportunities exist in the production of agricultural 
commodities, value added food products, agri-energy, agri-fibre, agri-tourism, and the 
provision of environmental goods and services. He emphasized the department’s work in four 
areas:   
 

• Northern Healthy Foods project, whereby fundamental gardening and nutrition 
skills are being developed among northern residents in response to the crucial need 
for low cost healthy foods; 

• The Young Aboriginal Entrepreneur’s program, whereby the government is 
providing assistance to young rural aboriginals in establishing successful 
businesses; 
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• The concept of value chains and value changes, whereby the government is 
committed to enhancing the return to producers while strengthening the processing 
capacity in the province;  

• Buy Local, whereby the government is encouraging Manitoba companies that 
supply the Manitoba market to better equip themselves with the finances and 
expertise necessary to be successful internationally.  

 
As well, he described the new Growing Forward policy currently being negotiated among the 
provinces and federal government, which will replace the Agricultural Policy Framework. 
Growing Forward will encompass funding for business risk management, environmental and 
research programs, value-added processing, and many other initiatives. Producers and others in 
the agriculture industry continue to be consulted as work continues on Growing Forward.  
 
 
3. SESSION 1: CONTEXT BUILDING: RURAL, CLUSTERS AND AGRI-FOOD 
 
This session focused on putting rural economies in context. What is rural? How is a rural 
economy defined and measured? What are economic clusters? How do economic clusters form 
in rural areas? The session looked at agricultural output in terms of total rural economic 
activity and GDP, and examined the importance of other sectors.  
    
Where is Agriculture Important to Canada’s Rural Economy? 
Ray D. Bollman, Statistics Canada 
 
Ray Bollman explained that the idea of “urban” applies to a geographic unit. A geographic unit 
that is farther from a larger urban centre is “more rural” and a geographic unit that has a lower 
population density (i.e. fewer inhabitants per square kilometer) is more rural. Rural 
development includes all sectors in a given geographic space. Across OECD countries, a shift 
is occurring from subsidizing sectors to investing in the capacity of rural people to pursue their 
own development strategies. In Canada, the Community Futures program has been successfully 
pursuing this objective for over 20 years (Funded by the federal government, Community 
Futures Development Corporations are community-based, not-for-profit organizations run by 
local volunteers and staffed by professionals who encourage entrepreneurship and the pursuit 
of economic opportunities: http://ontcfdc.com).  
 
Bollman showed how, overall, Canada’s rural population is growing, but at a slower pace than 
the urban population. Therefore, the percentage of Canadians living in rural areas is declining.  
A major factor driving rural economies is the increase in the value of human time. Wage rates 
are increasing. This trend is good for labourers; however, it also means that primary sector 
producers (such as farms, mines and forestry sector enterprises) face ongoing pressure to 
substitute machines for labor. As a result, these sectors are shipping more and more goods with 
fewer and fewer workers. Rural communities face a declining workforce in these sectors. The 
challenge for these communities is to find something new to export (either a good or a service, 
like tourism) in order to maintain the level of the workforce in the community.  
 
Where is agriculture important? Interestingly, only 68% of Canadian agriculture is in 
predominantly rural areas. Thus, if agricultural policy is intended to provide rural development, 
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32% will leak to predominantly urban and intermediate regions. Once agricultural policies get 
to predominantly rural regions, the recipients represent only 7% of the predominantly rural 
workforce (although these ratios vary across provinces). Turning the equation around, where is 
the rural economy important to agriculture? If policymakers don’t look at the growing and 
processing of commodities, but instead look at the income sources of families associated with 
agriculture, they will see that families associated with larger farms receive a substantial share 
of their income from farming. The share largely depends on whether both spouses are 
employed in agriculture or whether one spouse works off the farm. On smaller farms, both 
spouses may be employed in an off-farm job, while the farming enterprise is run on a part-time 
basis.    
 
Rural and small town Canada is competitive in manufacturing, to the extent that rural and 
small town areas are increasing their share of Canada’s total manufacturing workforce. 
Although ethanol production is one proposed manufacturing activity, it will create few jobs. 
Employment in food processing is growing, but the workforce is predominantly urban.  
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Rural Development: Sectors, Regions and Rural-Urban Relations 
Rob Greenwood, Memorial University of Newfoundland 
 
Rob Greenwood focused on the idea that before policymakers start thinking about rural 
development, it’s important to consider the four varieties of rural Canada. Each is defined by 
its relationship with cities. “Remote” rural areas have little connection on a daily basis with 
urban centres and although some are booming, they are subject to boom and bust when markets 
change or resources are depleted. “Amenity” communities, often dominated by retired citizens 
and cottage owners, are relatively new and are growing on their own. “Adjacent” (within 
commuting distance of a city) and “non-adjacent,” areas, however, pose challenges. Society 
needs different policy and governance approaches for each one. 
 
But it’s not a one-way street; cities need rural areas, too – for water, food, and recreation. The 
best end result is an intimate relationship, bolstered by broadband telecommunications links, 
and built on a shared vision. In some cases, development may mean rural population growth. 
Conversely, a declining population could, in fact, be a sign of high productivity. The “cluster” 
and “network hub” strategies of development recognize this need to tailor and coordinate 
development strategies to the unique features of each rural-urban relationship. 
 
Greenwood said that these cluster economies, and the local governments and regional 
governance processes that represent them, will need more power to steer development to their 
specific needs. Unfortunately, while federal authorities have been devolving powers to the 
provinces, the provinces have been reluctant to do the same for the local level. By comparison, 
local governments are much more powerful in province-less Nordic countries. When local and 
regional agencies do have the power, they can collaborate and tap outside resources. Only then 
can sensible development occur. 
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Rural Clusters and Economic Prosperity 
James Milway, Institute for Competitiveness and Prosperity 
 
James Milway talked about the growing prosperity gap between the U.S. and Canada. In 2005, 
Canada’s per capita GDP was 17.8% lower, and the gap has been widening. The key difference 
is productivity, particularly in urban areas. Canadians are working just as hard, but not as 
smart. The U.S. experience reinforces the value of “clustered” trading economies: geographic 
concentrations of interconnected companies, suppliers, service providers, and associated 
institutions in a particular field. Michael Porter of Harvard’s Business School identified 41 
such clusters. Wages tend to be higher in traded clusters, compared with natural resource 
industries and local employment. 
 
Canadian clusters, while representing a higher share of overall employment, are less successful 
and pay lower wages than their American counterparts. There are four recurring explanations. 
First, the Institute finds that several clusters lack the intensity of competitive pressure to drive 
innovation. Second, Canada’s small markets often mean less sophisticated demand from 
customers. Third, Canada’s managers tend to be less well educated than their counterparts in 
the United States. Finally, Canada invests less capital, particularly information and 
communications technology, to make our workers and operations more productive. All four are 
harder to develop in rural areas.   
 
However, success stories exist in Ontario’s agricultural-related clusters. Guelph’s research 
cluster has attracted world-class talent and Ontario has responded to greater competition by 
realizing better processing tomato yields than most US states. Canada has to follow these 
examples and develop smarter clusters by focusing on the strengths of each region and the 
opportunities from niche-market products, while improving ties with post-secondary education, 
and not shying away from competition. 
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4. LUNCHEON SPEAKER 
 
CAPI invited a luncheon speaker who could provide a unique perspective on how a rural 
community – in this case an Aboriginal community – successfully made the transition from a 
relatively impoverished area with little opportunity into an economically successful and 
prosperous community.  
 
Bernd Christmas 
Senior Vice President, National Practice Leader, Aboriginal Affairs, Hill & Knowlton Canada 
(Vancouver) 
 
(first person - abbreviated) 
 
This is a story about how to turn a poor, rural community into an economic success. Cape 
Breton Island, like the rest of the country, was once home to a vibrant aboriginal culture. Then 
came the coal industry, and my people were relegated to marginal lands – the proverbial 
swamp. I left to make some real money in the big city. But in 1996 I was asked to come back 
to my home community to work on aboriginal community development. Our corporation had 
an operating budget of $4.5 million, a $1 million deficit, and 20 employees, most of whom got 
the job through connections. I couldn’t turn them down.    
 
So I show up one day; it was April 1, 1996. I was wearing a Bay Street suit and tie. There was 
a band revolt. What use are ideas from corporate Canada? Going to law school must have made 
me dumber, not smarter, they said. But the Chief and the Council stood by me. They said they 
had hit rock bottom, so I couldn’t make things worse. We were working against a system that 
tried to assimilate us. We needed non-aboriginals to understand us and work with us. So we 
started by introducing democratic principles, got rid of the deficit, raised the morale, and 
educated the staff and council about other notions of governance. And we taught them about 
the global marketplace. 
 
We started publishing internal newsletters, created a website, and ultimately were the first 
community to post our financial statements on the web. For our troubles, 300 First Nation 
leaders told us we’re making them look bad. We found the best people we could afford and 
assembled a team based on government and corporate knowledge, each one dedicated to 
answering the question: how will we make our community stronger? Well, the deficit went 
away, and by 1999 our revenues were up to $12 million. Next, we got ourselves ISO 
certification. We were the first indigenous government in the world to do that.  
 
Three days later, the Lockheed Martin Corporation approached us about collaborating on a bid 
to build search and rescue helicopters. Our task would be coordinating all the computer 
software. It was a contract worth $200 million. At the time, we had a single IT staffer. But 
Lockheed Martin promised to help out, and help they did. Eventually, Lockheed had to 
withdraw from the bidding. But then Boeing called to ask if we could team up with their bid. 
They were asking us because Industry Canada said there must be true partnership. So we had a 
50-50 chance.  
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We lost to General Dynamics, but learned from the experience. That year we brought in $76 
million in revenues. We built a convention centre. We started working with SNC Lavalin on 
building highways in New Brunswick. The list goes on and on and on. This is coming from a 
vision, explaining to people that you can do it, and never saying no to an opportunity. 
Sometimes, it’s just a matter of a call. It’s a lot easier to get the CEO on the line than you 
might think. We explain we’re an Aboriginal community trying to become self-sufficient. The 
next thing we know, we have a main supplier for a convention centre. My point is that just 
because a rural economy doesn’t have a lot of experience and assets, there’s no reason it 
always has to be that way. Just don’t take no for an answer. 
 
5. SESSION 2: SOME EXTERNAL EXPERIENCES 
 
This session focused on efforts in the U.S. and Europe to stimulate increased rural economic 
activity.  
 
Growing Rural Minnesota:  
Economic Development Strategies for a Changing Rural Economy: 
Jack M. Geller, Geller & Associates 
 
Jack Geller made a presentation on rural economic development in Minnesota, which is similar 
in many ways to Canada’s Prairies. Geller asked participants to consider settlement patterns: 
the state has five “ruralplexes” and a single metroplex. Ruralplexes are unifying forces that 
bind networks of spatially separated neighborhoods defined by soil type, geology, climate and 
settlement patterns. Boundaries do shift, but slowly. The metroplex has 60% of the state’s 
population and three-quarters of the income, higher wages and levels of education and ethnic 
diversity, and less poverty. But it is possible for rural areas to compete with these advantages.  
 
Geller explained that the key is to think of rural communities more as neighborhoods than 
economic entities. Families can live in one, work in another, shop in a third, and attend school 
in a fourth. So we can’t just look at jobs, but a quality of life that depends on all the elements 
of a good neighborhood. Since 2004, the signs are good. Now 80% of Minnesota counties are 
stable or growing and small-business start-ups are rising. 
 
Much of those success stories can be traced to Minnesota’s main strategy, which is to build on 
existing assets, whether natural or introduced, by targeting industrial expansion, exploiting new 
opportunities such as alternative energy, and promoting entrepreneurial and small-business 
development. The Job Opportunity Building Zone Program, which provides tax incentives for 
rural investment, has created 5,000 jobs in 150 communities since 2004. Meanwhile, state 
mandates for renewable fuels and electricity have sparked vibrant ethanol, biodiesel and wind-
turbine manufacturing industries.  
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The Diversity of Rural America:  
A Tale of Many “Cities” 
Mark Partridge, Ohio State University 
 
Mark Partridge gave a presentation on the diversity of rural America, emphasizing that recent 
history shows that rural America is not on the decline. There are fewer farms, but those farms 
are more productive and are complemented by new manufacturing operations, which now 
generate a quarter of rural income. In fact, rural America is still growing, although not as fast 
as the larger cities. So equating natural-resource policies with rural policy makes as much 
sense as equating banking policy with urban policy. 
 
Partridge said that obsolete, sector-based policies must be replaced with place-based strategies 
that take into account the environment and the regional potential that comes from tightly linked 
rural and urban networks. For example, old-style thinking would have governments invest in 
more ethanol plants. But even after years of investment, they are responsible for just 0.01% of 
agricultural jobs. It’s hardly a transformative trend, even if the U.S. media suggests ethanol is a 
boon to the industry. Rather, look at the demographics. If people are moving to a region, it’s 
successful; if they’re leaving, it’s not. Even the hot spots of ethanol production in the mid-west 
are losing people. For a real growth potential, one should examine the knowledge economies. 
 
Unfortunately, current governance structures don’t acknowledge this new reality. As a result, 
rural America is divided from its urban partners by 19th century borders that fail to recognize 
that cities remain the engines of growth. Rural and urban areas must cooperate to build strong 
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economies. In view of this interdependency, some nations – such as France and Japan – are 
eliminating local governments in favor of regional authorities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Economic Diversification, Innovation, Clusters and the New Rural Economy: 
Experiences from OECD countries 
José Antonio Ardavín, OECD 
 
José Antonio Ardavín spoke about how “rural” is no longer synonymous with agriculture, and 
it no longer implies decline. The OECD made this finding in its studies of rural development 
across OEDC countries. Most important are the focus on place rather than sectors and 
investments instead of subsidies. Where equalization payments and income subsidization for 
farmers were once common, the exploitation of a wide variety of unused resources from 
several levels of government and the private sector is now predominant. 
 
In other words, economic diversification is the key. The trend is clear across the OECD, 
including rural Canada, where agriculture represented only 6% of employment in 2004. 
Evidence has shown that the more diverse the rural economy is, the higher the income and the 
stronger the population growth. Canada has a relatively large number of rural regions.  
 
Ardavín said the OECD experience shows each region has its own natural, cultural and energy-
resource assets, which determine the potential for primary industries, residential development, 
and farming. All rural economies can benefit, however, from improved infrastructure, such as 
broadband communications. Examples of successful rural development include the 
manufacturing districts of Italy and northern Mexico, rural tourism in Spain, renewable energy 
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production in Germany (wind) and Spain (solar), social and health services in Finland and the 
residential expansion of Scotland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. SESSION 3: RURAL ECONOMIC ACTIVITY AND AGRI-FOOD 
 
This session focused on direct experiences within Canada on the contribution of the agri-food 
sector to enhance rural economic activity.  
 
Rural Economic Activity: Saskatchewan 
Red Williams, Saskatchewan Agrivision Corporation 
 
Red Williams spoke about the experiences of Saskatchewan’s Agrivision Corporation. The 
corporation grew out of the farm crisis, and the country as a whole can learn a lot from this 
experience. Williams said that the first thing government can do is put an end to benign neglect 
and patchwork policies. Such policies have caused Canada to fall behind instead of leading in 
advanced technology; the country relies too heavily on supplying raw materials from its 
forests, fields and mines. Canada can no longer afford to live next to the leader in 
entrepreneurship and only cautiously market itself.  
 
What governments have done to transportation is a case in point. Though it is impossible to 
underestimate the value of good transportation networks, where are they? Cluster economies 
and rural development that are sensitive to the particulars of each region are all well and good, 
but without a way to haul goods, they will accomplish little. Neither the Trans-Canada 
Highway nor Canada’s rail networks are adequate. Huge areas of northern Ontario and Quebec 
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need a way to move goods to market. Canada has an opportunity to take advantage of railway 
needs since the existing rail lines in the U.S. are overloaded.  
 
Williams said that in the search for strategies to respond to climate change and make more 
efficient use of limited petroleum resources, passenger rail should also see a rebirth. With 
regard to climate change, Williams said the coming changes should be integrated into every 
development plan. Canada should be preparing to take advantage of melting snowmass in the 
mountains by capturing the water in reservoirs. Canada should also be looking for clean, 
alternative fuels for the heavy equipment that services our rural regions, once greenhouse gas 
emissions reductions begin. Above all, the country should ensure that all community 
development acknowledges the natural resources of the region and the limits they impose.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pound-Maker 
Brad Wildeman, Pound-Maker 
 
Brad Wildeman spoke of the experiences of the company Pound-Maker. Saskatchewan’s 
agricultural sector, he explained, is in trouble. It brings in just $90 per acre, the lowest in the 
country. As a result of that – and falling employment levels due to farm consolidation and 
mechanization – populations are dropping in rural areas. Only communities with at least 5,000 
people see any growth, and the lone exception to this trend is found on First Nation reserves. 
Meanwhile, non-farm income for farming families is growing. So if Canada is interested in 
rebuilding communities, it’s not enough to create wealth; society must find a way to create new 
jobs. 
 
Wildeman said that Pound-Maker found a formula for building healthy communities by taking 
advantage of our most abundant resource: the starch of grains. They take that starch and turn it 
into cattle feed and ethanol. In Pound-Maker’s favour is its relative isolation – this is an 
industry not welcomed into densely populated areas – and readily available labour.  
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Pound-Maker’s first goal is profit, but success in that department alone won’t help strengthen a 
community and give it a future. To do that, the company made members of the community its 
shareholders. To them, and the company’s 50 employees, Pound-Maker returns its profits (80% 
of which comes from US markets). The employees reside locally because of their jobs. 
Otherwise, they would leave. As well, 71% are involved with their family farms.  
 
In addition, Pound-Maker has a road maintenance agreement with the regional municipality. 
The company respects the environment, testing wells to ensure the neighbors’ water isn’t being 
contaminated by the company’s activities. It also runs a composting service. The company 
makes its environmental records open to public review. In 2002, it won an environmental 
stewardship award. Responsible corporate stewardship is the way to build strong communities, 
not with social programs designed as economic development policies, but by making the needs 
of industry and the community one and the same. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rural Matters! 
Donald Johnson, AAMDC 
 
Donald Johnson spoke about how rural Canada needs to take more pride in its contribution to 
the country’s economy. In many ways, rural communities are the economic and philosophical 
foundation of the country. And yet, finding support for rural development is anything but easy. 
Municipalities get only 8 cents of the average tax dollar. And with those 8 cents they have to 
find a way to cover the costs of critical infrastructure. Property taxes simply aren’t enough. 
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Today, a $125-billion infrastructure shortfall exists, because successive governments haven’t 
paid attention to it. There are ways to fix the problem. For example, municipalities should get a 
share of the tax on diesel fuel, because it’s trucks that damage their roads. 
 
Johnson said “Rural Matters” has been working to improve rural Canada’s lot for 100 years 
now. Its latest conference, “Forging Healthy Canadian Communities,” was held July 5-8 in 
Edmonton at the Shaw Conference Centre. At the conference, the organization met with 
governments of every level to work on policies to support rural communities across the 
country. High priorities were opportunities for youth, aboriginal people, and seniors. 
 
 

 
 
 
7. SESSION 4: WHERE TO NEXT? 
 
Group Discussion  
Facilitated by John Groenewegen 
 
Following the presentations, facilitator John Groenewegen led participants in a discussion 
about where to go next in pursuit of policies to stimulate rural economies. The discussion 
focused on approaches needed to create more economic activity in rural Canada, and how the 
agri-food sector can contribute to the rural economy. The major themes participants identified 
are summarized below: 
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Diversification 
 

• Many participants felt that agriculture is playing an ever-less significant role in rural 
economic activity. Success, or failure, in agriculture no longer represents the bulk of 
economic fortunes in a local community. A “rural” area is not necessarily what you see 
on the physical landscape. What makes up rural is what people do. The land may look 
largely agricultural, but the income-earning activities of rural residents have become 
much more diverse. Farming life faces significant challenges. Farms have record debt, 
face a labour shortage, and need to cultivate increasing areas of acreage to survive. 
Rural economic diversification is needed in order to create jobs. The cluster approach 
to rural economic development is increasingly popular. In Finland, for example, 
success has come from creating clusters focused on specific industries, as with the 
country’s Senioropolis and Snowopolis projects. A minority of participants cautioned 
that agriculture remains a significant driving force in rural development, and cannot be 
discounted for its contribution to the economy. 

 
Community Support 
 

• Some participants said that government policies must become more responsive to the 
increasingly diverse nature of Canada’s rural economies. Canada cannot have one 
policy for all rural development. In particular, the country can no longer devise policies 
aimed only at products or individual sectors. Rather, Canada must begin shifting 
financial support programs and policies from a sector-based approach that favors 
traditional agricultural activities to one based on the geography of each unique region 
of rural Canada. In this respect, the federal government’s Community Futures program 
should be reinforced. Community Futures development corporations are federally-
funded, community-based, not-for-profit organizations that encourage entrepreneurship 
and the pursuit of economic opportunities. Agriculture and rural development policies 
can no longer be thought of as one and the same, but must be considered separately. 
Strategic planning and decision-making should happen at the community level.  

 
Infrastructure 
 

• Participants emphasized the importance of infrastructure. For value-added activities to 
occur, smaller rural communities must have the appropriate infrastructure. Canada 
needs a type of infrastructure that will move people and products around to allow 
executives to fly in, to allow tourism, and this same infrastructure should service 
agriculture. Better infrastructure will make agriculture and rural areas more 
competitive. Rural-urban connections must be improved in order to access international 
markets or local labour. Accordingly, improvements must be made to transportation 
corridors, and universal high-speed internet access to connect rural and urban areas and 
to connect rural Canada with the world. 

 
Entrepreneurship 
 

• Many participants felt that entrepreneurship must be encouraged. In part, that means 
relaxing regulations for small businesses, for which regulations can create hardship. 
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What do businesses need? They need people, infrastructure, amenities, and a quality of 
life. The country needs training and skills-development, and must find ways to 
empower people to become leaders. Local leadership creates a ripple effect.   

 
Research 
 

• Participants of the symposium recommended numerous areas where research 
opportunities exist. These include: the impact of subsidies on innovation and rural 
development; the advantages of building green ‘eco-villages’ or clustered, sustainable 
housing; the merits of encouraging young people to return to farms; the potential of 
ethanol; the value of developing crops for pharmaceuticals, neutraceuticals, or biofuels; 
the urgency of bringing broadband internet service to rural areas; and research to 
determine why some rural areas prosper and grow, while others fail.   

 
Environment 
 

• Participants felt that rural communities need to take the environment into account. 
Canada needs to develop sustainable technologies and living patterns that reduce our 
impact. Sustainability should be seen as an economic opportunity. Wind power, 
biofuels, and carbon sequestration are a few examples of environmental industries that 
present potential opportunities to rural economies. Rural communities also need to 
consider their sense of place, and foster sustainable, place-centric lifestyles. 
Additionally, rural areas need to insulate themselves from environmental impacts; 
sustainable fuels are needed for heat and electricity. Rural residents must be wary of 
rising energy costs and impending droughts. 
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Mr. Christmas is Senior Vice President, National Practice Leader, Aboriginal Affairs, Hill & 
Knowlton Canada (Vancouver). He previously worked in corporate and commercial law with 
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