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INTRODUCTION 

 

Many rural communities in Ontario, face one of two scenarios:   

 

i) Rural communities in proximity to large urban centres face levels of growth that 

will see them undergo a significant transformation.  The 17 Counties and 

Regions in closest proximity to Toronto for example are forecast to grow by 

more than 45% between 2006  and 20311.   

 

ii) Other communities, however will struggle to maintain their existing population.  

Between 1996 and 2006 16 counties and districts2 lost population.  These same 

jurisdictions are forecast to collectively grow by only .3 % between 2006 and 

2031.   

 

Amongst municipalities losing population, there are those who have developed an 

integrated and innovative community -based approach to planning and economic 

development.  These ñbestò practices offers hope and  solutions that can be transferred 

to other communities with limited potential for population growth.   

 

This report, entitled ñBest Practices For Communities and Municipalities Leading to 

Innovation in Community Economic Development and Planning: Resource Materialsò, 

identifies innovative practices to help communities prosper even where there is a stable 

or declining population.  It focuses on municipal planning and economic development as 

a means for communities to influence their future.  The research uses a case study 

methodology to identify in novative practices and apply and test these at a municipal 

                                                            
1 All populations projections from Ontario Ministry of Finance (2007). 
 
2 Prince Edward, Renfrew, Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry, Bruce, Huron, Chatham-Kent, Lambton, Algoma, 

Cochrane, Nipissing, Greater Sudbury, Timiskaming, Kenora, Rainy River and Thunder Bay all lost population 

between 1996 and 2006. 
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level.  The case studies focus on leading practices and explore their application.  The 

research also targets innovative practices across certain sectors.   

 

There are three components to this report.  These include a series of case studies that 

focus on key economic sectors in three communities ï Hearst, a series of vignettes that 

profile success stories from across Ontario, and a Best Practices Guide that summarizes 

key findings from the research and provides a recommended approach for communities 

seeking to improve their future.  
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RESEARCH PROJECT OVERVIEW 

 

This research seeks to identify best practices in planning and development for 

communities experiencing a stable or declining population.  As part of this goal, the 

research identified a variety of strategies, programs and processes to help 

municipalities and local, provincial and federal organizations deal with economic decline 

and stagnation.  These issues are prevalent across much of rural Ontario where local 

economies do not share in the growth associated with large urban centres.  

 

There are three key deliverables: 

 

1. Resource Materials (including case studies and Best Practices Guide) to assist 

rural municipalities in planning for and delivering appropriate actions in response 

to a declining or stable population.  

 

2. The identification of best practices for specific key sectors.  These were drawn 

out of three case studies in the Town of Hearst, the County of Huron, and Prince 

Edward County.  These focus on key aspects of the rural economy such as 

agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism, and highlight themes of localization and 

sustainability, partnerships, and the creative economy.  An additional case study 

is included and focuses on rural immigration.  As well, a series of success stories 

have been developed and are included. 

 

3. The identification of best practices for communities and municipalities leading to 

innovation in Community Economic Development and Planning.  These are 

included throughout the Resource Materials and are the foundation for the Best 

Practices Guide. 
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The project proceeded as follows: 

 

A research advisory committee was established.  Invitations were extended to 

representatives from OMAFRA, Community Futures, The Ontario Rural Council, the 

Ontario Professional Planning Institute, municipalities, and community groups.  

Members helped to set the initial research directions.   

 

Best practices were identified using case studies: 

a. Three jurisdictions, representing the North , South, and East, and known for local 

innovation in community economic development were selected (Town of Hearst, Huron 

County, and Prince Edward County). The case studies were identified reflecting the 

diversity and recognized success of programs in Prince Edward and Huron County.  

These successes become valuable because they can help to ñshow the wayò for other 

communities that are struggling.  Ideally we would like to see a more engaged and 

successful municipal sector across the province. 

  

Final selection of these case studies was confirmed with the advisory committee.  

Interviews, literature and document review were used to identify a detailed 

understanding of the linkages, partnerships, programs and activities that lead to 

innovation and success .  As part of these case studies, certain key economic sectors 

were identified and considered in detail - agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism.  

These sectors represent important aspects of the rural economy and bring additional 

focus to the research.    

 

b) Development of Resource Materials and Best Practices Guide 

Throughout the research there was ongoing preparation and evolution of best practices 

materials for rural communities.   These approaches were reviewed and refined to 

determine the general applicability of these strategies for other municipalities across 
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Ontario.  The end product includes Resource Materials and a Best Practices Guides to 

assist rural communities experiencing stable or declining populations. 

RURAL CONTEXT AND ISSUES 

 

The identification of issues affecting rural Ontario is important from several 

perspectives. First, the issues and their implications vary significantly between rural and 

urban communities. Recognition of these issues is fundamental from a policy 

development perspective. Sometimes, they are recognized at a provincial or federal 

level, but other times, these locally important issues fail to garner the attention of any 

of these governments. Therefore, there is the need for a thoughtful local response 

(municipal and/or NGO). Moreover, an intentional ñscan of evolving issuesò has the 

potential to identify key issues at an early stage, thereby contributing to the potential 

for enhanced effectiveness of policy. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, these 

issues matter. They matter to individuals and their livelihoods and to the social, 

economic, and environmental well-being of communities. 

 

Across rural Ontario, local issues and their relative significance vary by region. 

Agriculture, for example, is an important activity in much of the settled area of rural 

Ontario, and the nature of agricultural production is largely a reflection of climate, soils, 

markets, and the overriding historic, economic, and political structure. Combined, these 

items produce a varied agricultural industry, which reflects the distribution of crops and 

livestock, farm productivity, and finances. The result of these differences in the 

agricultural industry is the generation of regionally specific issues. In some parts of the 

province, the concentration of livestock production has led to concerted municipal and 

provincial action. In other parts, tourism, forestry, and mining are dominant rural 

activities that have faced equally challenging times. 
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In order to deal with the wide range of issues that affect rural Ontario, six general 

headings have been identified: economic (e.g., employment, income, investment); 

environmental (e.g., ecological, conservation); political (e.g., government, 

administration, decision making); quality of life (e.g., var iety, richness); social (e.g., 

education, welfare, health, housing); and land use (e.g., goods and services/population 

distribution). Each of these categories includes numerous individual issues and 

subcategories.  

 

Economic Issues  

The Ontario agricultural industry has been shedding farmers for decades. Many 

communities receive fewer and fewer benefits from agriculture. The traditional role of 

many small towns and villages as service centres for agriculture has changed. Input 

expenditures (e.g., for fertilizer, equipment) are often made directly out of the 

community. Agriculture continues to face an ongoing cost -price squeeze that has made 

making a livelihood from agriculture very difficult. To maintain profitability, there is a 

constant pressure to increase efficiency to keep the cost of production below the value 

of commodity prices. This drives the ongoing pressure for increased size related to 

economies of scale. Those who cannot compete are either forced out of production or 

forced to subsidize the farm with off -farm employment. Despite these issues, however, 

the business of agriculture has in some ways thrived. Farm productivity and gross farm 

sales are at record highs, and investment in the agriculture sector continues unabated. 

There does, however, appear to be an interesting parallel trend. While the numbers 

barely create a blip in census data, local food production and related consumption has 

an increasing profile. Across the province, for example, there are active ñbuy local, buy 

freshò campaigns. Other primary industries such as forestry and mining have all 

experienced their own share of difficult economic circumstances. These sectors are 

equally affected by an increasingly global market, both in terms of demand and price.  

 



Prospering with a Stable or Declining Population: Resource Materials 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
School of Environmental Design and Rural Development ï University of Guelph 9 |  P a g e  
 

Across the province, manufacturing and tourism are closely tied to broad economic 

factors. The value of the Canadian dollar, access to American markets (e.g., border 

crossings), and competition with emerging economies (particularly China and India) 

create issues that are not easily addressed. Although sometimes underappreciated, the 

manufacturing sector is a strong component of many rural economies. Moreover, while 

variable across the province, in many rural areas, there is an increasing concern related 

to the future availability of an adequate labour supply. I n the future, the issue for much 

of rural Ontario is not likely to be a shortage of jobs but, rather, a shortage of people to 

occupy key positions. With impending retirements, continued youth out -migration, and 

the attraction of large urban centres to immigrants, it will be difficult to find skilled 

labour in many professions. An opportunity, albeit a challenging one, is for rural 

communities to target immigrants as a means to maintain essential services (Bauder, 

2003; Silvius and Annis, 2007). 

 

Environmental Issues  

Rural Ontario is subject to a variety of local, regional, and continental environmental 

pressures. Broad issues, such as climate change, pose as yet unknown implications. It 

can be expected, however, that agriculture will witness greater extremes and 

fluctuating weather patterns. Peak oil, while equally an economic issue, speaks to the 

long-term implications of increasingly expensive and scarce conventional energy 

supplies. The impact on a dispersed rural population, and energy-dependent rural 

communities is uncertain.  As well, the potential for increased urban -rural migration is 

unknown.  A related trend with corresponding economic and land use implications is the 

increasing search for alternative energy supplies. The trend toward large -scale solar and 

wind energy projects is often the source of local debate and conflict. Moreover, the 

move toward large-scale ethanol production (based largely on corn) is changing 

cropping patterns, with a paral lel increase in corn acreage and the potential for higher 

levels of erosion and fertilizer use.  
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Concerns over water quality are the source of ongoing tensions. The intensification of 

the livestock sector, for example, has fuelled debate in many parts of the province. In 

addition, faulty septic systems, discharges from municipal sewage treatment plants, and 

contamination from wildlife have also contributed to these concerns.  

 

Increased public awareness is creating new pressures and demands on farms and 

businesses to be environmentally accountable. Examples include local concerns over 

water quality, environmental protection, and habitat preservation. Government is being 

pressured to regulate in these areas. Stewardship can also play an important role. In 

the case of agriculture, there is a need to adopt best management practices. Nutrient 

management planning (provincial and local) is an example of a government attempt to 

force environmental responsibility (Caldwell, 2001, 2003).  

 

Political Issues  

Politically, rural Ontario faces a number of issues. First, at the national and provincial 

level, the overall reduction of the rural population as a proportion of the total population 

has resulted in a loss of political influence. As the province has shifted from a nation of 

farmers to a nation of urban dwellers, the programs and attention of governments have 

shifted in response. Second, at the opposite end of the spectrum, the composition of 

many rural communities is changing, and, as a result, the directi on of rural municipal 

councils is also shifting. This is particularly evident for certain rural communities within 

Ontario that have been amalgamated with large urban centres. The rural lands adjacent 

to the city of Ottawa or Hamilton, for example, have be en incorporated into large 

municipalities dominated by a large urban population. In agricultural communities, the 

reduction in the farm population relative to the non -farm population has changed the 

composition of municipal councils and introduced a series of competing interests. 

Addressing these competing interests requires significant attention on the part of 

municipal councils. 
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Quality of Life  

Quality of life is an all-encompassing, broad and yet ambiguous term. The concept, 

however, is of longstanding importance to residents of many rural communities (Sim, 

1988). It speaks to an adequate standard of living, access to appropriate services, and 

the availability of cultural and social services that contribute to a meaningful, rewarding 

life. For many, it implies close ties within the communityðregular contact with family 

and friends (Sim, 1988). In a recent (2008) public consultation process in Huron 

County, Ontario, for example, residents were asked as part of the development of a 

sustainability plan what they most valued about their community. Not surprisingly, the 

proximity of family and friends was at the top of the list. Rural communities offer much 

that enhances quality of life, but there are challenges. Traditional institutions, ranging 

from the post  office to the local church to schools, have been threatened. Sometimes, 

this is driven by changing priorities, and in other instances, it is driven by the search for 

increasingly efficient means of service delivery (such as provincial formulas for school 

funding). Rural communities are inherently dependent upon larger centres, and the 

distances from these centres limit access to certain services that contribute to quality of 

life. Certain medical, cultural, and commercial services, for example, are not supported 

by a small population base. As a result, rural people sometimes need to look elsewhere 

for many needed services and amenities. In rural Ontario, the continued provision of 

quality services is an ongoing issue. Attracting and retaining professionals creates new 

challenges. In addition, the relatively low rural population density puts pressure on the 

ability of local governments to maintain acceptable public services related to roads and 

infrastructure. Likewise, it can be difficult for the private sec tor to provide certain 

services, such as high-speed Internet, given a relatively low population density 

(Statistics Canada, 2005). 

 

Social Issues  

Related to the above, there are two overriding social issues that affect rural Ontario: 

the availability of i nstitutional services and the presence of stress in the rural 
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community. The change in the nature of the rural community combined with variable 

growth rates across the province, including depopulation in some areas, has negatively 

affected the viability of  rural institutions such as schools, churches, and other 

community organizations. Further, the overall state of many rural economies and the 

combined effects of distance and dependency outlined above have created considerable 

stress at the community and family levels (Ginder, 1985). There is evidence of the 

challenge many people face in securing an adequate livelihood in the numbers of rural 

residents forced to leave employment in the primary sector (e.g., agriculture, forestry) 

and also in the ongoing transition within the manufacturing sector. This is also reflected 

in the significantly lower average family income and education levels among rural 

populations relative to the province as a whole (Statistics Canada, 2009). It is 

noteworthy that, while the tot al population of some areas of rural Ontario has changed 

very little over the past 30 years, the composition of the population has undergone 

significant changes. While education levels are improving, a disproportionate 

percentage of the working-age population, relative to the province as a whole, is 

without a high school certificate. This has implications for employment and the need for 

labour training. A number of these trends contribute to community vulnerability and to 

continuing population and employment decline. (Statistics Canada, 2008). 

 

Land Use Issues  

Land use and related issues are of particular importance in rural Ontario. There is a 

strong connection between land use, the environment, and the economy. Agriculture, 

forestry, mining, and tourism, for example, have a strong reliance upon natural 

resources and the amenity of the area, pointing to the importance of appropriate land 

use and environmental policies that protect these resources for future generations. No 

less important is the efficient al location of lands for residential, industrial, commercial, 

recreational, institutional, and other uses. Important land use issues that impact rural 

planning may be considered under four separate but related headings: the changing 
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function of rural communit ies; agricultural land and rural non -farm development; the 

role of natural areas; and new land uses. 

 

The Changing Function of Rural Communities  

The changing nature of agriculture (e.g., larger farms, a reduced farm population, and 

a reduced reliance on local services) and the decline of the forestry sectors in some 

parts of the province contribute to the declining importance and change of many 

traditional service centres. For many rural communities, the closure of the mine, the 

closure of the lumber mill, the relocation of internationally owned branch plants, and 

many similar developments have manifested radical and oftentimes precipitous changes 

in the communityôs basic economic functions and, eventually, its viability. Across the 

province, there are examples of towns and villages with an overabundance of 

commercial space with abandoned, underutilized buildings. At the same time, some 

rural communit ies are experiencing an influx of commuters with resulting pressures for 

growth.   

 

Agricultural Land and Rural non-farm Development  

The growth of a non -farm population in rural areas has created its own set of issues. 

While people may argue the merits of this trend, it has affected rural communities by 

increasing land costs and creating issues of land use compatibility (Caldwell and Dodds-

Weir, 2007).  

 

The Role of Natural Areas  

The role of natural areas within the rural community has been an evolving la nd use 

issue. Ongoing concerns over water quality and habitat preservation (e.g., wetlands and 

upland forests), for example, point to the need for appropriate policies, including ones 

for the protection of natural areas and improved farming practices.  
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New Land Uses  

Wind turbines, gas wells, and the potential for solar farms introduce new land uses to 

the rural landscape with potentially significant implications. Wind towers have 

generated much local debate. At a minimum, policies sensitive to the prote ction of 

ñheritage landscapesò are required to ensure that in the future those landscapes that 

are highly valued by residents and tourists alike are retained. 

 

While attempting to identify the major issues that affect rural Ontario, the above 

discussion does not identify the relative importance of the issues. Further, depending 

upon individual perspectives, any one of the given issues could be considered the most 

important. It is clear, however, that rural Ontario is part of a global economy and 

subject to the broad forces of globalization. Many of the decisions that affect individual 

livelihoods, whether it is that of a farmer or an automotive worker in a small town, are 

made remotely, with little regard for the local community impacts. Consequently, this 

speaks to the importance of local action in responding to the types of changes that are 

affecting rural communities across the province.  

 

The following section provides a more detailed overview of demographics in rural 

Ontario. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS IN RURAL ONTARIO 
 

Although the study of demographics in Ontario is quite prominent, little research has 

been conducted with an emphasis on rural Ontario. Greater emphasis is generally given 

for assessing trends and making projections for the urban areas, which house the vast 

majority of Ontarioôs population. However, it is just as important to study rural areas as 

changing demographics will equally affect these areas. In fact, rural trends are likely to 

be quite different than in neighbouring urban centres. In 2006 , Census data from 

Statistics Canada indicate that of the over 12.2 million Ontarians, around 15% live in 

rural areas (Ontario Trillium Foundation, 2007).  

 

This section on demographics provides a brief overview of some of the major trends 

affecting rural areas with in Ontario.  It includes growth and decline past patterns as 

well as future projections while using population growth and decline as indicators. Most 

of the maps were created using the Community Information Database, a free internet -

based resource developed by the Government of Canadaôs Rural Secretariat.  It was 

created for the public to access consistent and reliable socio-economic and 

demographic data for all communities across Canada. This is an excellent avenue for 

acquiring census data and map creation.   

 

Past Trends 

Maps and analysis are first provided at the provincial level to show an overview at the 

census level. Next, maps are presented in more detail at the census subdivision level 

and for each of the Regional levels used across the Ontario Public Service (e.g. Central, 

Southwest, Eastern, Northeast, and Northwest).  It should be noted that the black lines 

delineating regional boundaries are approximate and do not represent true borders.  

 

As can be seen in Figure 1, which delineates the 49 census divisions, there has been a 

general increase in population in the southern portions of Ontario, while the northern 

regions have seen either a slight increase, a constant growth, or a decline. This was to 
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be expected as only approximately 6% (786,290) of Ontarioôs population resides in the 

northern portion of the province (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2008).   

 

Figure 1 - Map of Ontario census divisions with a population percent change from 1996-2006 

Figure 2 shows the population percent change for all of Ontario, but now shows the 

detail from all census subdivisions. There are a few items to note when analyzing the 

map. Clearly the most significant population growth is in the southern portions of the 

province.  While there are pockets of growth in the north, such as  in the city of Thunder 

Bay, there is little óspill-overò of this growth into neighbouring rural areas, as is the case 

in the south. There are small areas of growth in Northern Ontario and t hese may 

include First Nations communities or small resource-based communities. It is recognized 

that First Nations communities are generally growing at a higher rate than much of the 

rest of Ontario. 
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Figure 2 - Map of Ontario census subdivisions with population percent change from 1996-2006 

Central Ontario has the highest population of all five regions, with 2.68 million people 

(Statistics Canada, 2007). This is excluding the Greater Toronto Area (GTA).  Of that, 

about 566 331 people are considered to be living rurally, making up 31% of Ontarioôs 

rural population (Statistics Canada, 2007). Figure 3 shows a ózoomed-inô look at the 

population percent change in Central Ontario. The delineation of the Greater Toronto 

Area has been outlined to demonstrate the extremely high increase of population in this 

area. As can be seen, there are a few white pockets of land, demonstrating lack of 

information in these areas. They are reservations; specifically, the area close to 

Hamilton is Six Nations Reserve, and the area close to Georgian Bay is Waha Mohawk 

Reserve. It has been found to be very difficult to collect census data on reservations, 

which ultimately leads to the inability to interpret aboriginal population data.  
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Figure 3 - Map of Central Ontario census subdivisions with population percent change from 1996-2006 

From the 2006 census, Southwestern Ontario has a population of 1.53 million people, 

but only 25% are cons idered rural (Statistics Canada, 2006). Southwestern Ontario 

doesnôt have urban areas as built up as in Central Ontario and are not experiencing the 

same type of growth. In particular, Southwestern Ontario (Figure 4) has almost half of 

its census subdivisions experiencing some sort of decline. There are obvious increases 

around the cities of London, Windsor, Sarnia etc.  
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Figure 4 - Map of Southwest Ontario census subdivisions with population percent change from 1996-2006 

 

From the 2006 census, Eastern Ontario has a population of 1.6 million people, but only 

27.8% are considered rural (Statistics Canada, 2006). Eastern Ontario (Figure 5) has 

experienced a growth of 3.92% from 2001 to 2006, and almost half of  this growth 

came from the rural areas (Statistics Canada, 2001). As can be seen in the figure, both 

the rural and urban areas are experiencing growth, but there also appears to be decline 

in mostly rural areas. These are primarily agricultural areas experiencing out-migration, 

a lack of economic stimulus, and an overall decline in community development. The 

overall goal of this research project is identifying these specific areas of stable or 

declining population and is highlighting communities that are wo rking on solving their 

declining population problems in innovative ways.  
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Figure 5 - Map of Eastern Ontario census subdivisions with population percent change from 1996-2006 

 

As of 2006 Census data, Northeast Region has a population of 551,244, of which 30% 

live in rural areas (Statistics Canada, 2006). Figure 6 shows the map of Northeastern 

Ontario. There are generally areas of decline, but again there is an increase in 

population around urban centres such as Sudbury, Sault Ste Marie, and Elliot Lake. It is 

notable, given overall trends in northern Ontario that some of Northeast Ontarioôs rural 

areas actually experienced some growth between 2001 and 2006 (Statistics Canada, 

2006). 
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Figure 6 - Map of Northeast Ontario census subdivisions with population percent change from 1996-2006 

Northwest Region has a population of 235,046 as noted in the 2006 census; 36.5% of 

this is considered rural (Statistics Canada, 2006). Over the period 2001 to 2006 the 

population of Northwest Region increased by only 0.12% (Statistics Canada, 2001). As 

can be seen in Figure 5, this growth seems to be coming from the urban area of 

Thunder Bay along with some rural communities. Of note, as was mentioned in Figure 

2, there has been an increase of population in many aboriginal communities. Along with 

a few other maps previously displayed, there are a few areas lacking in data (probably 

First Nations reservations).  
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Figure 7 - Map of Northwest Ontario census subdivisions with population percent change from 1996-2006 

Future scenarios 

To understand future scenarios concerning population growth and decline it is useful to 

turn to the Ontario Ministry of Financeôs population projections. Their population 

scenario considers options ranging from high growth to low growth.  The following 

discussion builds on their analysis using their references scenario.  (Ministry of Finance, 

2009). According to the Ministry of Finance population projections, Ontarioôs population 

is expected to grow to 16.37 million by 2031, an increase of 27.8 percent (Ministry of 

Finance, 2009). But how much of this growth will be in rural areas? Sparling and 

Bucknell (2006) indicate that of the 2.2 million people increa se Ontario will experience 

between 2005 and 2010, only 3.3% of that total growth will happen in rural areas.  

 

In terms of regional growth, it is obvious that the GTA will experience the largest 

growth, with its population increasing by 3.1  million, or 51. 7 per cent by 2036. The 
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GTAôs share of provincial population is projected to rise from 46.5 per cent in 2008 to 

51.2 per cent in 2036 (Ministry of Finance, 2009).  

The other regions of the province will experience a slower growth than the GTA. The 

Northwest region is actually projected to experience a small decline (Ministry of 

Finance, 2009). This is a function of a number of factors including the closing of 

prominent industries in some single industry-communities, low birth rates and an aging 

population among other factors. With the decline of these communities, schools and 

other services are shut down, forcing people to leave. Central Ontario is projected to 

maintain its share of Ontario population, while the East, Southwest and Northern 

regions are projected to see limited growth (Ministry of Finance, 2009).  

For this research project, three case study counties have been chosen: Prince Edward, 

Huron and Cochrane Counties. Table 1 shows the past and future population trends 

ranging from 1981 to 2036. It is i nteresting to see that the two southern counties are 

generally remaining in a stable growth pattern, but that Cochrane County has been 

steadily decreasing over the years and this decline is forecast to continue in the future. 

It is recognized that there ar e inherent difficulties predicting population for rural 

communities where the loss or gain of a single industry or business can affect 

populations trends.    
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Table 1- Population trends for Case Studied Counties 

Population trends for Case Studied Counties (in the 

thousands)  

 Prince Edward 

County 

Huron County Cochrane 

Actual population based on census information 

1981 22.3 56.1 96.8 

1986 22.4 55.9 93.7 

1991 23.7 59.0 93.9 

1996 25.0 60.2 93.2 

2001 25.9 62.0 89.5 

2006 26.2 61.3 86.9 

Forecasted population from the Ministry of Finance 

2011 26.2 60.3 85.4 

2016 26.5 60.3 83.2 

2021 27.1 60.7 82.3 

2026 27.9 61.2 81.4 

2031 28.7 61.4 80.3 

2036 29.3 61.3 79.0 

(OMAFRA, 1993), (OMAF, 1988), (OMF, 2009). (Statcan, 1996) 
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COMMUNITY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT BACKGROUND 

 

Many rural communities across Ontario, and indeed both nationally and worldwide, are 

facing problems related to declining or non-growth population trends. Although some 

rural areas in close proximity to urban areas are expecting unprecedented growth in 

coming years, others will struggle to mai ntain their existing population. The 17 counties 

closest to Toronto, for example, are expected to collectively grow by 45% by 2031, 

whereas 16 other counties are predicted to have a mere 0.3% increase in the same 

timeframe (Ontario Ministry of Finance 2007). Population loss both contributes to and is 

a result of rural decline, as it can lead to the loss of services, shocks to the local 

economy, changes in demographic structures (ie. a growing elderly population) and 

other social and economic problems (Cawley 1995; Bryant 1997).  These types of issues 

are evident in public workshops conducted across Eastern Ontario by the Monieson 

Centre (accessed http ://easternontarioknowledge.ca/index.php/discovery -

workshop/discovery-workshop-reports.html , May 1, 2009) 

 

Because development is often equated with growth, population decline is often seen as 

inevitable and ónegativeô. In certain cases, decline may certainly be unavoidable. 

However, it is important to recognize the significant value of rural areas in their role of 

defining a regionôs identity and culture (Greenwood and Storey 2004). Moreover, there 

are scholars that challenge the measures of success for small communities and point to 

other positive indicators such as reducing the pace of decline and creating small 

numbers of new jobs (Bryant 1997). A community with a declining population could 

therefore potentially have success in areas not related to population growth.  

 

Some rural communities with declining populations are using a systematic planning 

approach to develop a community economic development strategy (Douglas 1994). 

Community economic development is defined by Markey et al (2005) as óa process by 

which communities can initiate and generate their own solutions to common economic 

http://easternontarioknowledge.ca/index.php/discovery-workshop/discovery-workshop-reports.html
http://easternontarioknowledge.ca/index.php/discovery-workshop/discovery-workshop-reports.html
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problems and thereby build long term community capacity and foster the integration of 

economic, social and environmental objectivesô.  

 

The past couple of decades has seen a rise in interest in this type of locally controlled 

development among numerous groups including researchers, governments, funding 

bodies and communities themselves (Halseth & Lo 2009; Halseth 2005). The purpose of 

strategically planning for CED is to proactively undertake an intervention, rather than to 

simply accommodate change on a more reactive basis (Douglas 1994; Lauer 1993). In a 

recent review of Canadian and international rural and regional development policies, 

Goldenberg (2008) emphasizes the critical nature of strategic planning in the success of 

any such policies, as well as more community- and place-based approaches. This place 

based approach has become common in CED with the recognition of its contribution to 

long term sustainability (Greenwood and Storey 2004). 

 

In earlier literature, it was understood that wi thin CED there were a variety of ways to 

undertake CED interventions, each with different main goals, depending on which 

component of community economic development is emphasized: 1) sharing and caring 

(community) 2) job creation (economic) 3) stability an d sustainability (development). 

(Boothroyd and Davis 1993). According to Bryant (1997), although municipalities had 

long been engaged in economic development with an emphasis purely on the E 

(economic), the emerging focus eventually became óquality of lifeô and its interrelated 

social, economic and environmental dimensions. More recent literature goes a step 

further and makes a strong distinction between óconventionalô economic development 

and ócommunityô economic development with the latter equated with sustainability and 

local empowerment (McIlveen and Bradshaw 2009).  

 

Community economic development is currently seen as having the express purpose of 

involving the community (McIlveen and Bradshaw 2009). Over the years there have 

been examples of communities that have had some economic success in spite of a 
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declining population. Huron County, for example, has a number of success stories which 

are attributed to a more locally based and cooperative approach to planning for 

community development (Caldwell 1997).  Recent examples brought forth by 

Goldenberg (2008) share this cooperative approach, which Goldenberg refers to as a 

ónew governance modelô, and include partnerships across governments, with the state 

as an óenablerô, and with more control at the community level. 

 

Community economic development is still evolving in Canada and there are still gaps in 

the literature where lessons from specific case studies could be applied to other 

communities (Savoie 2000).  It is hoped that this study will not only contri bute to 

helping fill that gap, but also offer some relevance to communities dealing with todayôs 

current economic climate. 

 

  



Prospering with a Stable or Declining Population: Resource Materials 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
School of Environmental Design and Rural Development ï University of Guelph 32  |  P a g e  
 

References  

Bryant, Christopher (1997). The Management of Processes of Change in Canadaôs Small 

Towns and Villages. In Mitchell, C., & Dahms, F. (Eds). Challenge and opportunity: 

Managing change in Canadian towns and villages. Waterloo, Ont.: Dept. of 

Geography, University of Waterloo.  

Caldwell, Wayne, Carol Leeming, Paul Nichol and Jim Niesen (1997). Rural Community 

Economic Development: A Model for  a Cooperative Arrangement Between Local, 

Provincial and Federal Authorities. In Mitchell, C., & Dahms, F. (Eds). Challenge and 

opportunity: Managing change in Canadian towns and villages. Waterloo, Ont.: Dept. 

of Geography, University of Waterloo. 

Cawley, M. E. (. (1994). Desertification: Measuring population decline in rural Ireland.  

Journal of Rural Studies, 10(4), 395-407.  

Douglas, David J.A.(David James Anthony). (1994). Community economic development 

in Canada. Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson.  

Goldenberg, M. (2008). A review of rural and regional development policies and 

programs. Inc./Reseaux Canadiens de Recherche en Politiques Publiques: Canadian 

Policy Research Networks.  

Greenwood, Robert and Keith Storey (2004). Newfoundland and Labrador Rural 

Dialogue Discussion Document. Retrieved May 3 2009 from 

http://www.mun.ca/harriscentre/reports.php  

Lauer (1993). Setting the Stage: Guideposts for Successful Community Development. In 

Bruce, D., & Whitla, M. (1993). Community-based approaches to rural development: 

Principles and practices. Sackville, N.B.: Rural and Small Town Research and Studies 

Programme, Mount Allison University.  

Lo, J., & Halseth, G. (2009). The practice of principles: An examination of CED groups 

in Vancouver, BC. Community Development Journal, 44(1), 80 -110.  



Prospering with a Stable or Declining Population: Resource Materials 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
School of Environmental Design and Rural Development ï University of Guelph 33  |  P a g e  
 

Markey, S., Halseth, G., & Manson, D. (2008). Challenging the inevitability of rural 

decline: Advancing the policy of place in northern British Columbia. Journal of Rural 

Studies, 24(4), 409-421.  

Markey, S., Pierce, JT., Vodden, K. and Roseland, M. (2005) Second Growth: 

Community Economic Development in Rural British Columbia, UBC Press, Vancouver. 

McIlveen, K., & Bradshaw, B. (2009). Community forestry in British Columbia, Canada: 

The role of local community support and participation.  Local Environment, 14(2), 

193-205.  

Savoie, D. J. (2000). Community economic development in Atlantic Canada: False hope 

or panacea?. New Brunswick: The Canadian Institute for Research on Regional 

Development.  

  



Prospering with a Stable or Declining Population: Resource Materials 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
School of Environmental Design and Rural Development ï University of Guelph 34  |  P a g e  
 

  



Prospering with a Stable or Declining Population: Resource Materials 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 
School of Environmental Design and Rural Development ï University of Guelph 35  |  P a g e  
 

BEST PRACTICES FOR AGRICULTURE, TOURISM AND MANUFACTURING ɀ 

LEASONS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

The following case studies of Hearst, Huron County and Prince Edward County provide 

interesting examples of how each of these communities have tackled individual issues within 

their communities.  Sectoral issues related to agriculture, tourism and manufacturing have been 

approached in different ways.  Key successes have been noted within the Case Studies and are 

also documented within the Best Practices Guide. 

  








































































































































































































































































































