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From the perspective of community economic development, and in reference to the downturn in the BC economy right now, there is an opportunity to foster change and proactive action at the community level to enhance community stability in the future.  This is a time when communities are looking for solutions and alternatives.  Local control facilitated by a Community Economic Development approach is part of the answer. 

We talked about nationalization in the morning and we have half an hour left here to discuss localization.  We also spoke a lot this morning about business cycles, and I think part of the solutions we are talking about is how to break free from the inertia of some of those patterns.  A first step is to recognize the historical development patterns of the province, and how to a large degree, the institutions and thinking of that golden age, whereby the BC economy was defined by growth and abundance through specialization, remain today in a completely different world.  We are now in a situation where things can be more easily defined by scarcity and the need for diversity.

So we have to ask ourselves: has the point been reached where we now have growth that impoverishes rather than enriches, growth that detracts from the stability of communities rather than contributes to community stability, and growth that detracts from the quality of life of residents and workers.  I would say that the point has been reached where that is in fact what is happening and we have been witnessing these trends for a number of years in the form of declining economic returns and increasing social, economic and environmental costs.  So Community Economic Development offers a process and a variety of locally appropriate tools to facilitate a proactive response to change at the community level, and to help build progressive and diversified community economies, in a sense helping us to get back on that path of enrichment.

Community Economic Development (CED) is a relatively a new field, but it is certainly not a new idea.  Its origins, or revival in the last number of years, lie in a variety of local and extra-local factors: disenchantment with the welfare stateís ability to maintain full employment and balance growth among regions; decline in standards of living; recognition of ecological carrying capacity; and, increasing levels of dependency and decreasing levels of locally-appropriate, accountable decision-making. 

Local decision-making is also not blameless from this perspective, as boosterism, smokestack chasing and the lack of policies to provide for long-term community stability and quality of life were lacking.  All of these can be summarized as a disenchantment with the recent strategies of governments and corporations to deliver community stability and sustain the social, economic, and ecological health of regions and communities in the process.

Part of the reason for the problem, and I think to a certain degree we have been repeating the problem here today, is that we talk about the BC economy as a single entity.  In reality, you can break down the BC economy to be composed of a multitude of economies, not just along rural and urban lines, but differences between rural communities and even differences between neighbourhoods within urban centres.  It is at this level that CED operates, in local economies and in the communities and neighbours that enable them.

The definition of CED used by the Community Economic Development Centre at Simon Fraser University is: ìcommunity economic development is a process by which communities can initiate and generate their own solutions to their common economic problems and thereby build long term community capacity and foster the integration of economic, social and environmental objectives.î

There are three points to this definition that I think are worth highlighting.  First, the main goal of community economic development is local control. The purpose of local control is to give roots to local economic activity, and as a result, benefit from the responsibility, accountability and the overall long term commitment to place that that entails.

Second, capacity-building is a term that is being used a lot these days. We have spoken about entrepreneurial capacity here today and that is certainly a significant component of community economic development. Capacity-building from a CED perspective is not a one-shot project or a one-shot training program.  It is a very long term process that is built gradually through citizen participation.  Finally, there is the integration of economic, social and ecological objectives, which seeks a balance that is certainly lacking in the more traditional industrial growth machine.

An interesting way to portray the search for the balance between these ecological, economic and social forces is to illustrate the difference between seeking growth that is commercially viable versus fostering development that is economically sustainable.  The objective of the former is to maximize profit, providing investors, who are more often than not distant shareholders, with high financial returns.  The objective of the latter is to provide a balance between useful and dignifying work, social benefit and equity with respect for ecological limits, all of which is still economically sustainable. 

Economic sustainability still requires economic viability, but broadens the bottom line to include social and ecological factors which are crucial to community stability, and as we continue to learn, plays an important role in terms of a diversified economy.

So what can we do in BC to foster economic sustainability?  A CED response to that question obviously involves policy, which is why we are here today. From the perspective of CED, policy represents an interesting question. One of the greatest strengths of CED is its diversity and its ability to represent pure forms of local expression and local characteristics.  Local responses to problems and opportunities which materialize simply because people want them to happen is a wonderful thing, but I think it can create somewhat of a challenge to policy makers because it is difficult to generalize, difficult to quantify and difficult to measure.

Part of the answer to this problem lies in expanding the knowledge of CED, both from the perspective of practitioners being able to better communicate their successes and their failures.  It also involves policy makers enhancing their own knowledge of CED, understanding the complexity, diversity and time-intensive nature of community economic development and the process of building capacity at the local level. 

At the Community Economic Development Centre we are tackling these issues, both through education and action.  We are involved in a project called Promoting Community Economic Development for Forest Based Communities.  In that project, we are trying to identify common factors in the process of community economic development that may actually serve as indicators for policy down the road. This information will not only help communities in terms of preparing themselves and assessing whether or not they are at a point where they can engage in different forms of community economic development, but it will also help the policy-making process.

In conclusion, I will outline some strategic options for achieving community stability through CED, all of which constitute or contribute to structural changes away from growth promotion or commercial viability and towards the development of economic sustainability: 

ï
A reduction in the dependence on external investment, and reduced dependence on outside decision makers by increasing local control over resource management.  The community forestry movement in BC is an excellent example.  We might not need a province-wide or public forest company, as was mentioned earlier, but we could certainly use a lot more municipally-owned forest licenses. 

ï
Reduced community dependence on traditional export markets and promote economic diversification in value-added opportunities 

ï
Strengthen and recognize the local informal sector and the non-cash economy.

There are a lot of forces at the community level that have traditionally been painted as non-economic and therefore not supported or funded.  As we learn more about economic diversification and the role of quality of life and amenities within a community economy, these things need to be given a lot more attention.  We also need to develop and promote more appropriate indicators for development, recognizing the values of local communities. The more we understand about development and can convey the benefits of development over growth, the more politically palatable it will become.

Thank you.
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